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Chapter

The Nature and Process
of Academic Writing

1

Whatever programme of study you are taking at university, at some point you will
need to put words on paper or enter them in an electronic file. You might wish to
make notes from a lecture you’ve attended, a book chapter you’ve read, a professional
organisation’s website you’ve visited, or an academic paper you’ve studied. And then
there are the assignments you need to complete. These might be essays, practical
reports, slide presentations, a review of an article, webpages you’re designing – the list
could be long.
Each kind of communication you create has its own particular cluster of
features. It is written for a particular audience with a certain purpose in mind. For
example, in a social sciences, humanities or arts discipline you might be asked to
write an essay. In a science or engineering discipline, you might be required to
submit a report on a laboratory investigation you’d just completed. In completing
either writing task, you would need to follow certain conventions. There are likely
to be certain rules to follow about structure (how the writing is organised around a
beginning, a middle and an end). You will normally be expected to adopt a
certain kind of writing style; such as how informal or formal the writing is, the
viewpoint you are going to adopt, what level of knowledge is assumed for the
reader of your writing, how citing and referencing will be used to underpin the
argument in your writing, and so on. How you do these things, and more, is what
this book is about.

A note about style
The style in which I’m writing this book is not the style you’re likely to use when
completing assignments for your course. For one, it is quite a casual style. I use
contractions such as ‘I’ve’ instead of ‘I have’ and ‘you’ll’ instead of ‘you will’. Also,
I write as though I am talking directly to you, the reader. Much of the time I’m writing
as though I’m actually sitting with you, talking you through a process. I use ‘I’, ‘we’
and ‘you’. The use of contractions and direct style is not normally acceptable in
academic writing. However, be aware that I am choosing to write in this manner as a
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means to help you write in a more academic manner, much as a tutor or lecturer
might sit with you to discuss writing, and how you can write more effectively.
Notice the difference between my writing style in guiding you through this book, and
the academic and other styles of writing I’m encouraging you to use (and that you’ll be
expected to use on your course). Noticing these distinctions in structure and style will
help you develop your writing overall. Doing so will be invaluable to you now, later in
your course and in your future career.

1.1

Why is writing so important?

Of course, some people write because they gain a great deal of satisfaction from
doing so. It is in their blood. They write to express themselves. Being a writer is a
major part of their identity. It is how they express their creativity. Taking that into
account, for you as a university student there are, in addition, at least five very
good reasons for writing. They are probably so obvious that you’ve rarely, if ever,
stopped to think about them. Robert Barrass, in his book Students Must Write
(2007), lists four reasons. To me, those first four underpin an all-important fifth
reason:
1 Writing helps you to remember. By taking notes – whether from a lecture, a
video, a book, an article, or some other medium – you are keeping a record of
that interaction. In doing so you are being selective about what you record.
You are organising your thoughts around that experience. Keeping notes helps
you to recall the experience. In fact, if we didn’t take notes, which we can
review afterwards, many of us would forget much of what we experienced.
Fundamentally, therefore, note-taking is keeping a record. As we will see later,
it is much more than that. Good notes are dynamic. They can be added to as
our knowledge and understanding grows. But more of that when we turn to
note-taking in Chapter 5.
2 Writing helps you to observe and to gather evidence. Whether observing
what is happening during a laboratory experiment, at a tutorial meeting, or
when watching a video programme, writing notes (perhaps accompanied
by drawings) focuses our attention. It aids our concentration and provides a
descriptive record of the event. The recording of observations – concisely but
in detail – is key for gathering and analysing evidence in many disciplines,
whether in science, engineering, social sciences, humanities or the arts.
3 Writing helps you to think. Writing is both an expression of your thinking and a
vehicle for helping you think. When writing an essay or preparing a practical
report you set down what you know. Doing so helps you identify gaps in your
knowledge and encourages you to seek answers and deepen your understanding.
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When you write and see your thoughts expressed ‘outside of yourself’, your
relationship with those ideas shifts. You can reflect on what you have written and
can evaluate its worth. In so doing, you shape, refine and clarify your ideas. They
become transformed through reflection and rewriting.
4 Writing helps you to communicate. It is through writing that, in many cases,
your academic progress is assessed, whether by coursework or in examinations.
Writing, of course, is also the common medium by which academics report
their research findings and opinions to the world. And writing may not be the
final form of that communication. It could be a stepping stone to another
medium of communication, such as a talk, a speech, a video clip streamed on a
website, a radio play or a television documentary.
5 Above all, writing helps you to learn. Taking all the above points together,
writing is a powerful device for helping you to learn. Writing is a key way in
which you reveal your knowledge and understanding to yourself, as well as to
others. It is a vital ingredient in your learning, both as a process and as a
product. Writing is clearly a key part of your educational process. Without
writing, most of us would not reach the depth and clarity of thinking required
in our discipline. And it is through writing that we reveal some of our thinking
to the scrutiny of others. By showing our work to others, gaining feedback and
reflecting on it, our thinking and writing develop. Writing can be
transformative, changing the way we interpret our world.
Added to these five, of course, is the value of writing for other aspects of
your life. Writing is a uniquely powerful, precise and satisfying form of
expression. It is also a vital skill for future employment. In the UK, university
graduates’ writing ability (or lack of it) is a recurrent press story (for example,
Paton, 2014). In the latest UK Confederation of British Industry’s survey of
employers, the Education and Skills Survey 2016 (CBI, 2016), more employers
were concerned about graduates’ literacy and communication skills than they
were with their numeracy. Writing ability is a key concern for employers, and so
it should be for you.
Writing for academic purposes, and shaping your communication to match
your specific purpose and audience, will stand you in good stead for other
kinds of writing. Universities are increasingly aware of the need to cultivate
graduates with skills of value to a range of employers, not just those in a
specific discipline. With this in mind, some course assignments are likely to
require you to write for non-academic audiences.
Most of us have become used to writing from an early age. It is therefore easy
for us to take it for granted. Much of the writing we do, we carry out almost
automatically, without much thought. If English is not your first language, forming
phrases, sentences and paragraphs may require more thought. But over time,
drafting flowing text (prose) will become more and more an automatic process.
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It is helpful to take stock of the writing you already do. For example, you might
text and email your friends every day, and you might have a blog or a Twitter
account. These various kinds of communication in technological media each have
their own conventions. On Twitter, of course, you are currently limited to 280
characters, and abbreviations are almost essential in getting your message across.
For your study programme the kinds of writing you will be asked to do are
usually much more formal. You might be asked to write practical reports, literature
reviews, essays, and so on, each according to certain conventions. So, it is likely
that you’re already involved in writing in a wide range of styles, from casual to
formal. Take a moment to think about the range of writing you already do.
ACTIVITY 1.1

The writing you already do
Jot down the kinds of writing you do (not all of which might be in English):
 For day-to-day communication with other students
 For academic staff
 For administrative and other university staff
 For wider communication within your university
 For wider communication outside your university (this could be study-related or not)
 For yourself (for example, writing a diary, personal log, short stories or poetry)

Making an inventory like this of the kinds of writing you do shows that you are
already writing for a wide range of audiences (readerships) and purposes. In other
words, you already have a wide range (repertoire) in your writing. This is a strong
foundation on which to build.

1.2

The nature of academic writing

A major challenge for many students is to write assignments in an appropriate
academic style, with a suitable structure, that develops an argument in an
appropriate way. As we shall see later, there is no single kind of academic writing.
Unless you are taking a generic, introductory writing course, writing academically
usually has a specific disciplinary context. Almost invariably you are writing for a
particular audience within a certain discipline and with a specific purpose in mind.

Features of writing that assessors value
Given that academic writing is about developing your learning, and evaluating
your learning, the assessors of your academic writing are normally looking for
some or all of the following features in your writing:
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 That you reveal your knowledge and understanding of the subject.
 That you show that your work is original in the sense that you are not simply
copying word for word from someone else. You are crafting your own account.
 That you are following the conventions of your discipline, such as document
structure, writing style and viewpoint.
 That you are using scholarly method. Your account must show accuracy and skill
in investigating and discussing its subject. This usually means that you reveal
the sources of information you are using by citing (referring to sources in the
text) and referencing (listing full entries for your sources, typically at the end of
your document). You are usually expected to show evidence of critical analysis,
which includes considering the strengths and weaknesses of an argument and
coming to your own conclusions about it.
Conventionally, most essays have a structure with a clear beginning
(introduction), main body (development of an overall argument) and end
(conclusion). This is based on the traditional notion of a lecture, which itself dates
back to the conventions of the political debating chambers of ancient Greece and
Rome: tell the audience what you’re going to talk about, talk about it, and then
tell them what you’ve talked about.

Tailoring writing to a specific discipline
In reading an essay, what your assessors are looking for to some extent reflects the
culture of the discipline. A science lecturer is likely to have different expectations,
and use different assessment criteria, compared with a history lecturer.
Thesis statement or not?
Imagine you are writing an essay in humanities or in a social science. That being
the case, your lecturer or tutor might ask you to express a clear opinion about the
topic in your assignment. She or he might ask that you make this apparent in the
introduction by making a thesis statement.
Commonly, a thesis statement is taken to be a sentence or two at or near the
end of an assignment’s introduction that summarises a student’s argument and
their point of view on the topic they are considering. For example, consider an
essay assignment in Economics or Marketing entitled ‘By reference to one or two
large companies, and drawing upon appropriate economic or marketing theories,
discuss strategies for making best use of the online environment in a business
context.’ A student might respond with an assignment that includes this thesis
statement in its introduction: ‘Given that the world wide web offers large
companies huge potential for marketing and promotion, businesses should make
best use of it. They can do so by taking every opportunity to target their
advertising to specific potential customers while at the same time offering strong
support online to existing customers.’
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 Being asked to include a thesis statement can make for ‘stronger’ writing,
insofar as you are writing to defend your thesis (argument). In doing so, you
still need to consider both sides of the argument – evidence and reasoning
both for and against the position you have chosen to take.
 Be aware, however, that in some disciplines the use of a thesis statement is not
encouraged. Instead, in writing your essay it is expected that you allow the
evidence and reasoning in support of your overall argument to unfold
gradually. You are not expected to give away your conclusion at the beginning.
This second approach – not having a thesis statement – is common in scientific
and engineering disciplines.
Personal or impersonal?
Imagine you are writing a practical report for a scientific discipline. The report is likely
to have a structure indicated by sections such as: Introduction, Methods, Results,
Discussion and Conclusion(s). Commonly, scientific reports are written in a formal,
objective style, in which the person carrying out the investigation is not mentioned,
but actions are referred to in the impersonal, for example: ‘An investigation was
carried out …’ rather than ‘We investigated …’ or ‘I investigated …’.
In many university programmes, students go out on work placement at some
point in their course. When they do so, they are often required to write a reflective
report about their experience of the placement. In doing so they are usually
encouraged to write a more personal account, using the ‘I’ form to discuss their
experiences, for example, ‘In the second month of the placement I encountered a
problem with …’. Clearly, different kinds of academic writing have distinct
conventions. Nevertheless, there are generalisations we can make about what
many kinds of academic writing have in common.

Some common features of academic writing
The following features apply to many kinds of academic writing:
 It is usually written for a narrow range of purposes, to develop or assess learning.
 Depending on its purpose, academic writing has particular requirements in
terms of structure, organisation and presentation.
 It usually presents a structured argument overall, supported by secondary
arguments.
 Arguments are built up from evidence and reasoning, either your own or from
what you have read, heard or observed.
 Academic writing adopts an appropriate writing style, usually in formal written
English.
 It follows the conventions of a particular discipline, using appropriate technical
vocabulary and agreed principles for citing and referencing.
We will now consider some of these features.
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Academic writing as argument
I have used the word ‘argument’ several times already. I find it helpful to keep in
mind that academic writing is almost always about argument. This moves you
beyond writing description – recalling a theory or fact, for example. Description is
important, but usually it is a starting point to building an argument, or part of an
argument. Thinking of your writing as argument encourages you to weave facts,
ideas or opinions into a reasoned overall account. Lecturers, tutors and other
assessors of your work are often keen that your writing goes beyond mere
description, to critical analysis.
As a starting point, I regard an argument as essentially:
line of reasoning
evidence + reasoning

conclusions (claims)

What different disciplines regard as suitable evidence and reasoning can vary, and
different assignments within the same discipline might require different forms of
evidence. For example, on a psychology course, an individual’s own experience of
being a pupil at school might be appropriate evidence to include in an essay
about models of behavioural psychology applied to classroom practice. Another
assessor, setting a psychology literature review in which there is an emphasis on
quantitative research (analysis of numerical data), might not regard personal
experience as suitable evidence.
You can recognise an overall argument in a piece of writing because it has the
following features:
 The author gives evidence and reasoning, assembled as reasons (sometimes
called supporting arguments, premises or propositions) that support the
eventual conclusion. For example, in responding to an essay title ‘Is it never too
late to learn?’ one of the supporting arguments might include the statement
‘In the last 15 years, government schemes have helped millions of UK senior
citizens (here, defined as males and females over 60) to learn to use computers
and access the World Wide Web.’
 Reasons are presented in a logical order, an overall line of reasoning, which
takes the reader convincingly through to the conclusion. For example, by
compiling evidence for improvements in literacy, numeracy, health and
wellbeing among over 50s who have engaged in government-backed
educational initiatives.
 There is a conclusion – the position that the author wants the reader to accept.
For example, ‘The evidence presented suggests that, within certain limitations,
it is rarely too late to learn.’
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In short, an academic argument contains evidence and reasoning that guide the
reader, through an overall line of reasoning, towards a conclusion.

ACTIVITY 1.2

Which of these is an argument?
By the criteria used above, which of the three items (a)–(c) below is an academic
argument, and which is not?
(a) The main active chemicals in the Cannabis sativa plant are two forms of
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD), collectively called cannabinoids.
A ten-year follow up study of recreational cannabis users, reporting in the British
Medical Journal in 2011, showed a doubling in the risk of psychosis among cannabis
users compared with a control sample. Previous studies suggest that there is great
variation in individual susceptibility to onset of psychosis on exposure to
cannabinoids. Pre-clinical studies show promise for THC and CBD, on their own or in
combination with other medicinal drugs, in halting or at least slowing the growth of
specific cancerous tumours in brain or lung tissue. Further pre-clinical testing, and if
successful, then clinical testing, is required to establish the value of cannabinoids as
anti-cancer agents. Even if their use is indicated, their psycho-active effects need to
be considered carefully, and ways found for countering or minimising them. By that
time, genetic screening may have determined which patients are likely to be most
susceptible to cannabinoids’ negative psychoactive effects. Public attitudes to
recreational cannabis use, or use of cannabis extracts in a clinical context, are very
mixed. However, any public concerns about clinical use may be dwarfed by the
potential for cannabinoids to treat aggressive cancers.
(b) Medicinal drugs can trigger an allergic reaction – an abnormal response from the
body’s immune system that can range from mild to life-threatening. The signs and
symptoms of drug-induced allergic reactions include wheezing, swelling, an itchy
rash, and nausea or diarrhoea. In the worst cases, so-called anaphylactic shock,
sometimes brought about by extreme sensitivity to antibiotics such as penicillin, the
person’s airways narrow dangerously and their blood pressure drops dramatically. If
not treated rapidly, normally by injection of adrenaline (epinephrine), the person can
die within minutes.
(c) Complementary therapies are seen by many people as a valid supplement or
alternative to conventional forms of medical treatment provided by doctors.
Complementary therapies such as reflexology, homeopathy and chiropractic are
provided by trained practitioners, with many patients claiming that they gain great
benefit. There is plenty of anecdotal evidence in support of complementary
therapies but I have yet to be persuaded by it.
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Is it an argument?
(a) yes/no
(b) yes/no
(c) yes/no
Check your answers at the end of the chapter.

Being critical
In the higher education traditions of developed Western nations, criticism is
encouraged. Being critical involves evaluating what you read; in other words,
making judgements about how relevant and important it is in relation to your
task. Being critical does not just involve being negative about what you have
read. It involves weighing up both sides – the pluses and minuses – of what
you have read, seen or heard, and then drawing your own conclusion as to its
value in relation to your assignment, or to your learning overall.
The best of Western academic traditions encourage you to think for yourself. In
such traditions, if your reasoning is flawed or weak this should be noticed by your
assessors, and perhaps by other students, who will help guide you in more fruitful
directions.
By thinking for yourself, and helped by others’ questioning, you are
encouraged to develop higher-level skills, including:
 Analysing. Reading the work of others and breaking down their arguments
into component parts in order to better understand them.
 Synthesising. Building your own arguments, drawing upon the work of others.
 Applying. Taking facts or ideas and using them in another context, such as a
practical, real-world one.
 Evaluating. Judging the validity of elements of an argument, whether your
own or those of others.

Being critical, from start to finish
As we shall see, although there are times when you want to put your ‘critical mind’ on
hold and encourage creativity, being critical applies to many stages in completing an
assignment. You will want to think critically about how you interpret an assignment, how
you begin to devise your response and what materials you need to read. You then need
to think critically about the material you are reading, and decide which is strong and
relevant and which is weak and irrelevant. As you write the text for your assignment,
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you will need to check that your writing is building a strong case. Finally, you will need
to check that your submitted assignment is written to a high standard, with attention to
detail – both in its text and its visual appearance. Being critical is a frame of mind you
need to come back to again and again.

Being formal
I am writing this book, for the most part, in a reasonably casual style. The writing
you are asked to do in your assignments is usually much more formal. It normally
needs to meet these requirements:
 Employing words that have precise meaning; for example, ‘analyse’ rather than
‘think about’.
 Avoiding jargon or colloquial English. For example, instead of writing ‘ideas were
knocked about’ or ‘everyone pitched in with their ideas’, you might write ‘ideas
were discussed and considered’.
 Not using contractions. Instead of ‘can’t’ and ‘doesn’t’, write ‘cannot’ and ‘does
not’.
 On many occasions one avoids writing in the personal (for example, ‘you’, ‘I’ or
‘we’). Instead, the impersonal is often encouraged by assessors, such as, ‘The
analysis was carried out’ rather than ‘We carried out the analysis’. The use of the
impersonal is linked to the use of the passive voice, something to which we will
return in Chapter 3.
 Academic writing usually avoids using direct or rhetorical questions; for example,
‘Was the solution to the problem within the hands of the protesters?’

TIP

Formal, with clarity
Writing formally does not mean that you cannot write clearly. Aim for formality and
readability.

Using words with precision
Academic writing often goes beyond description. It usually involves being critical
and making judgements about the worth of sources of information that are used
in writing an assignment. In academic writing, words tend to be used with greater
precision than in everyday writing.
Here, for example, I have chosen a range of verbs (doing words) that might be
used in an assignment brief or in an examination question. Each verb has a
specific meaning.
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ACTIVITY 1.3

Words and precise meanings
Match the following verbs with their meanings. Draw a line between the verb on the left
and its best meaning from the list on the right.
Verb

Meaning

1 Compare

A. Make clear the meaning of something. This might include
giving a personal judgement.

2 Contrast

B. Set two views in opposition in order to highlight the differences
between them.

3 Evaluate

C. Give an overview of the general principles and/or main features
of a subject, omitting fine detail.

4 Interpret

D. Give reasons for decisions or conclusions reached, which might
include responding to possible objections.

5 Justify

E. Assess the value of something, which might include offering a
personal opinion.

6 Outline

F. Point out similarities and differences between two or more views.
This might involve coming to a conclusion as to the preferred view.

Check your answers at the end of the chapter.

During a lecture, a member of staff might use the phrase ‘Now, let’s look at …’
to mean ‘Now let us consider …’ rather than ‘Now let us observe …’. Using ‘look
at’ (when it does not mean ‘observe’) is perfectly acceptable in speech. In
academic writing, however, the use of the phrase ‘look at’ can be replaced by more
specific verbs that are more precise in their meaning.
ACTIVITY 1.4

Avoiding ‘look at’
Without using the words from Activity 1.3, write down six verbs that could replace the
term ‘look at’, but not in the sense of ‘to observe’.
Imagine you are writing the first sentence in part of a report. You’ve started writing.
‘This sections looks at …’ You could replace ‘looks at’ with ‘considers’, as in ‘This
section considers …’. Think of six other verbs you could use in place of ‘looks at’.
Compare your answers with those at the end of the chapter.
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The process of writing

Different people write in different ways. For example, Creme and Lea (2008) describe
four kinds of writer. The ‘diver’ likes to plunge into writing part of an assignment as
soon as possible. The ‘patchwork writer’ likes to plan, and starts writing sections of an
assignment at an early stage, and might then move those sections and their contents
around within the written assignment. The ‘grand plan writer’ likes to do plenty of
research and thinking before committing to writing. They seem to hold the structure
of the assignment in their head, and commit little to writing until they are ready to
write the whole assignment. The ‘architect writer’ prefers to build a visual structure
for their assignment, perhaps a mind map or spider diagram, a flow chart, or a
concept map (Chapter 5). They then organise their research and writing around this
visual structure.
Not everyone falls into one of these four categories of writer. In fact, a person
might be a blend of more than one category or, for example, might behave like a
‘diver’ for short assignments but be more like an ‘architect writer’ for longer ones.
Even if you don’t fall neatly into one or more of these categories, you no doubt
have preferences; for example, whether you like to make very detailed plans or
like to start writing as soon as possible.
ACTIVITY 1.5

What kind of academic writer are you?
Which kind of writer (diver, patchwork, grand plan or architect), on balance, do you most
closely resemble?

Not only are there different kinds of writer, but the same individual typically
writes in different ways depending on the nature of the writing task. If you were
to write a casual email to a friend your writing process would almost certainly be
very different from the one you’d use when writing a practical report or an essay.
ACTIVITY 1.6

Different assignments, different approaches
Do you find you behave differently depending on the kind of assignment you are
writing? If so, how?
(a) Write down two different kinds of assignment you need to complete for your
coursework. Examples you might include are: an essay, a practical report, a review
of an academic paper, a reflective account of your experience on a work placement.
(b) Is the way you organise your writing similar for both assignments? If not, in what
way(s) is it different?
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Despite there being differences between people in the way they like to write,
and differences in the way an individual likes to write depending on the task, there
are nevertheless recognisable stages in the academic writing process, which I’ve
summarised in Figure 1.1.

Planning, researching,
reading and note-taking

Composing (drafting)

Reviewing and editing

(everything you do
before you actually start
writing flowing prose)

(writing flowing prose
in sentences and
paragraphs)

(evaluating, rethinking,
and revising what you
have written)

Figure 1.1 Stages in an academic writing process

The writing process flows from left to right, but it is not one-way. It is an
iterative process (stages may be repeated, so that the writing becomes refined
through gradual improvement). For example, after a student has planned her
essay, and started composing it, she might find that there are gaps in her
argument. She may discover this as she composes, or only after she reviews her
work after composing. In either case, she will find herself going back to the
research stage to gather more information. This is not uncommon. If we
remember that writing is a creative process, which develops our thinking, we may
only discover gaps in our argument when we start to compose, or when we
review our work. That is fine. But we do need to leave ourselves enough time to
react to such events, which is why planning our writing is so important. But before
that, we need to be sure that we have understood, as best we can, the task we are
about to undertake.

Understanding the task
In a book like this I cannot cover every eventuality, or every writing task you might
carry out. But what I can do is help you to ask appropriate questions, so that you
can discover for yourself what you need to do to complete a task.
To be sure that you are fulfilling the requirements for a writing task, some of
the key items you need to know are the purpose, scope and audience (readership)
for your task. ‘Purpose’ concerns why you have been given the task. Normally the
purpose is framed as one or more learning objectives or learning outcomes (what
you are expected to learn or develop, and show evidence of, as a result of
completing the task). ‘Scope’ concerns the detail and breadth of the task. Usually,
the assumed reader is your assignment assessor.
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Consider a task that has been set late in the first year of an undergraduate
Psychology course:
Listen to the three examples of popular song provided and analyse their lyrics
in terms of motivational theory. To what extent does each song reflect
examples of intrinsic or extrinsic motivation?
The assignment contributes to your ability to: describe and apply motivational
theory to everyday contexts; demonstrate your awareness of the significance of
motivational theory in relation to contemporary Western society; recognise
how cultural context favours or discourages different types of motivation. Your
analysis should extend to 1,000 words.
The scope of the task has been made clear in both paragraphs of the assignment
description. The purpose of setting the assignment has been given in the second
paragraph (and the assessment criteria for the assignment should reflect this). The
assumed qualities of the reader of the assignment have not been stated, and the
student might need to ask their assessor to clarify who such a person might be. Usually
the reader is taken to be at a similar level of experience to the student’s own. This
means that basic knowledge is assumed, but ideas and terminology that are specific to
the assignment may need to be defined and explained. A student might need to check
with their assessor what knowledge they should assume on the part of their reader.
To give another example, Narduzzo and Day (2012) describe a Physics lecturer
early in the first year of an undergraduate programme setting his students a
200–250-word assignment on a science topic that interests them. He directs them
to read certain kinds of publication (such as New Scientist, Scientific American and
Physics World) and asks them to write a clear and effective explanation of the
chosen topic. Examples of topics students had chosen included Schrödinger’s Cat,
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, and hydrogen fusion. To meet the
assignment’s criteria, students need to include a figure (image) in their account
and at least one equation or symbolic expression (using mathematical or chemical
notation). They also need to cite and reference 3–5 sources of information they
have used. The assumed reader of their work is another student in their year. In
other words, they have to write the assignment in a manner that another student
in their year would understand.
Taking the information above, the scope of the assignment and the nature of the
reader have been outlined. But the purpose of the assignment is not clearly stated in
terms of learning objectives or outcomes (although the students are given the
assessment criteria for the assignment). If I were a student given such an assignment,
some key questions I would want to be able to answer in my own mind would be:
 Why has the lecturer set this assignment? What exactly is he looking for?
 How do I know if what I have written is clear and effective?
 How do I include mathematical expressions within my text?
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 In the text how do I refer to a figure?
 How should I cite my sources and list my references?
If I were completing this assignment, I would also want to choose a topic that I
was genuinely curious about, and that I wanted to know more about myself.
Motivational theory (for example, Ryan and Deci, 2000) suggests that we are
likely to find it easier, and perform better, if we take on a task that is intrinsically
motivating (engaging in it because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable).

Planning and completing the task
For a piece of academic work, most of us plan the work before we write it. This
planning might involve both scheduling the overall process (such as the time to be
given to each part of the writing process) as well as outlining the structure of the
document we are going to write.
For example, imagine a student is being asked to write an essay responding to
the question ‘With reference to three examples, how can the benefits of river dams
be maximised and their negative impacts minimised?’ It is near the end of the first
year of a Human Geography degree programme and she has attended relevant
lectures, and a tutorial session with several students and her personal tutor during
which the assignment was discussed. She has also been given an initial reading list
of three books as background reading for the assignment. Knowing that she has
three weeks to write the 2,000-word essay, and that she has many other tasks to do,
she might schedule the writing of the assignment as in Figure 1.2 (technically called
a Gantt chart – a means of displaying parallel activities through time).

Wk 1

Wk 2

Wk 3

Planning
Literature searching,
reading & note-taking
Composing
Reviewing & editing
Final checks
Submission
Figure 1.2 A schedule for writing a 2,000-word essay: ‘With reference to three examples,
how can the benefits of river dams be maximised and their negative impacts minimised?’
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Firstly, notice that the different stages of the overall process overlap in time.
This makes sense. Planning the structure of the essay, for example, is likely to be
influenced by the information the student discovers during the literature searching
and reading phase. The plan suggests that this student is not a ‘diver’. She is not
plunging into composing but is holding back until she has done much of her
research and reading. Notice too that she plans to review and edit during the
composing phase. In other words, parts of the work are to be checked and
improved while other parts of the essay have yet to be completed. Again, this
makes good sense and is also the way that many professional writers work.
Notice, too, that in the student’s plan she is being realistic about finishing the
main research phase more than a week before the assignment is due in, and that
she will start composing more than a week before the deadline. She aims to finish
writing a near-final version 1–2 days before the deadline, so that she has time to
make final checks.

TIP

Give yourself enough time
Many students do not leave themselves enough time to do final checks on their work.
This includes making sure that they’ve kept to the word limit of the assignment, have
cited and referenced correctly, have checked spelling, grammar and punctuation, and
above all, that they’ve met the brief for the assignment. Completing these final checks
can make all the difference between a pass and a fail, and can often improve final marks
by 5–15% compared with what is achieved without this careful checking.

As for planning a structure for the assignment, doing this goes hand in hand
with literature searching, reading and note-taking. After early research, the
student might make a plan, either as headings and lists or bullet points
(Figure 1.3a), or as a mind map or similar (Figure 1.3b).
One of the essay structure outlines in Figure 1.3 is a starting point. Once the
student has carried out further research she will probably fill in more detail (such as
which examples of dams to use) and might want to revise the plan, fine-tuning the
content. As we shall see in Chapter 3, some students plan the essay in some detail,
paragraph by paragraph, once they have finished the bulk of the research phase.

Literature searching, reading and note-taking
As the student writing the human geography essay is at an early stage in her
degree programme, she has been given guidance about books to read and key
papers to view, and she has attended relevant lectures and a tutorial. It is rarely
too early to reveal curiosity and independence of mind and so she may decide to
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With reference to three examples, how can the benefits of river dams be
maximised and their negative impacts minimised? (target 2,000 words)
Introduction:
Importance of topic for wildlife, and human health and wellbeing. Key
measures e.g. socio-economic value, biodiversity, ecosystem services.
Rationale behind choice of examples e.g. variety, and those for which good
data are available. Aim and structure of the essay. (200 words)
Benefits of dams:
Examples from North America. Overview of benefits e.g. flood control;
agricultural, industrial and domestic water supplies; power generation;
leisure industry; wildlife; fisheries. (500 words)
Negative impacts of dams:
Examples from North America. Effects on migratory aquatic species,
wetlands, river topography, irrigation, leisure industry and fisheries. (500
words)
Maximising the benefit and minimising the harm:
High-quality baseline data often lacking. Complex effects of changes in
water flow regime. Effects on sedimentation, chemical transformation, water
storage, temperature regime and biological dispersal. Environmental impact
assessment before siting a dam. Possible mitigation of negative impacts
e.g. alter flow regimes. (600 words)
Conclusion:
Drawing upon conclusions from the different sections, the need for better
data and action at different time- and geographic-scales. Better scientific
knowledge and understanding. Workable water management and policy
frameworks. Public awareness-raising. Putting the pieces in place, from
local to regional (national and international?). (200 words)
Total: 2,000 words

(b)
ecosystem
services
Wildlife

biodiversity

socio-economic
value

Human health &
wellbeing
Measures of benefit/harm

Importance of dams

1. Introduction (200 words)

Rationale behind choice
of examples
Essay aim & structure
2. Benefits of dams (500 words)
River dams
Maximising benefits & minimising
negative impacts
Three US examples

5. Conclusion (200 words)

3. Negative impacts of dams
(500 words)

4. Maximising benefit,
minimising harm (600 words)

Figure 1.3 An early outline for the structure of the essay ‘With reference to three
examples, how can the benefits of river dams be maximised and their negative impacts
minimised?’: (a) using headings; (b) as a simple mind map (only Introduction shown in
detail)
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read further and delve deeper rather than just restricting herself to the material
she has been given or the sources to which she has been directed. Those sources
can provide leads to further sources, such as in the reference list at the back of a
book or an article. Using web search engines such as Google Scholar or literature
databases such as Web of Science, the student can discover more recent articles
that have referred to earlier key papers (see Chapter 4).
It is helpful to read with a clear purpose in mind when studying an article, book
chapter or reputable website. That way you read strategically, hunting for what you
need to complete the task. This is an efficient and flexible approach. It works on
the well-established principle that reading a piece of work two or three times, with
specific purpose(s) in mind, takes about the same time and is usually much more
effective than reading through a source document slowly from beginning to end
only once (see Chapter 5).
As for note-taking, this is determined by your purpose in reading your source and
your personal preferences. I take relatively few notes from a source article but
annotate it with highlighting, underlining, and questions or comments in the
margins. I normally do this on a printed copy of the article but you could do so on
an electronic copy using appropriate software, such as Adobe Acrobat Professional.
Many of the notes I take are comparisons between one source and another,
sometimes entered into a table.
Whatever means of note-taking you choose, your plan for an essay often
evolves as you learn and understand more about the topic you’re writing about.
When literature searching, reading and note-taking, it is important to keep
referring back to the purpose of your assignment, so that you don’t lose focus and
waste time in gathering irrelevant information.

Composing
No matter how elegant your assignment plan, how extensive your reading or how
detailed your notes, there comes a time when you have to start composing your
assignment. This is the process of writing flowing prose in sentences and
paragraphs (see Chapter 7). Having interviewed many academics, professional
writers and successful students about their writing processes, I’m aware that there
is much we have in common. Most of us do plenty of planning, research and,
above all, thinking, but when it comes to composing we give ourselves permission
to ‘go for it’. What this means in practice is not being too self-critical when writing
the first draft. Treat writing the first draft as ‘getting your ideas down’.
There is good reason for not spending much time in writing this first draft.
Painstakingly writing the first draft, line by line, scrutinising each sentence you write
before moving on to the next, means that you may have invested a great deal of
time. Having invested so much time at an early stage you will be less likely to revise
what you have written. But revising it may be just what you need to do. There are
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various stages in the revision process, and the first often involves quite substantial
changes, such as moving or rearranging whole paragraphs. The more time spent in
writing the first draft, the less likely you are to invest time in substantially changing
what you have written. But it is through redrafting that many of us come to write
with clarity and precision. For most of us, writing with power comes through crafting
our writing through several processes of revision (reviewing and editing). If too much
time is invested in writing the first draft, and trying to perfect what we have written
at an early stage, we are likely to be reluctant to make major changes to the
argument and structure of our work; but doing so may be what is needed most.

They do it differently in English
If you have learnt to write academically in another language you will find that
conventions in UK academic English are likely to be different to those with which you
are familiar. For example, according to Karen Ottewell in the Language Centre at the
University of Cambridge, and others who focus on working with international students,
academic English has these characteristics amongst others:
It is reader-friendly. It is the responsibility of the writer to make their meaning clear
to the reader. In some languages, this is not the case and the reader has to work
hard at extracting meaning.
Context is explained rather than assumed. In some languages, much is assumed
about the context of an academic communication. In UK academic English, context
is often made explicit, e.g. in an essay, the breadth and depth of what is to follow is
made clear near the beginning of the document.
Argument is developed cumulatively, in a logical and straightforward manner.
Some languages do not develop an argument in a direct way, but have digressions
before returning to the main theme of an argument. Writing in academic English is
usually more straightforward. Old information often comes before new and simple
before complex. One paragraph builds on another.
The writing style is concise and direct. Some languages do not express themselves in
a direct manner, but the language is more poetic and philosophical. Some UK
academics would describe this style of writing as ‘flowery’ and with too much ‘padding’ –
unnecessary words. In most academic disciplines, most of the time, those who mark
assignments are interested in students ‘getting to the point’. Writing in a concise and
direct manner means fewer words. It does not mean that the writing is any easier.
Writing text that is reader-friendly, where the context is explained, that develops an
argument cumulatively, and that is concise and direct, is what many forms of English
academic writing aspire to be.
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Reviewing and editing
Thirty or so years ago, small desktop computers had barely been conceived.
Students who typed their assignments used typewriters and had little opportunity
to correct their work, other than retyping whole pages or making corrections on
the line they had just typed. You have the opportunity to use word-processing
software, which enables you to quickly and easily change what you have written.
You should make good use of the opportunities your software provides to revise
your work.
In publishing, it is common to consider the process of revising what has been
written in three stages: developmental editing, copy-editing and proofreading.
Developmental editing involves moving whole chunks of text around, such as
changing the order of paragraphs in your account, rearranging the order of
sentences in a paragraph, and substantially rewriting sentences. Significant
amounts of material may be added or removed – whole paragraphs, tables,
figures, citations and references. Developmental editing is most likely to happen
just after you’ve written the first draft, or part of the first draft, but it can occur at
later stages as well.
Developmental editing – to create a complete, cohesive account and powerful
argument overall – is often key to effective writing. A key question at this stage
should be ‘Are you meeting the assignment guidelines (brief)?’
Copy-editing involves fine-tuning the sentences in your paragraphs. This
includes checking grammar, punctuation and spelling and improving the
readability of your text and the strengths of your argument. In your text, have you
removed unwanted repetition and unnecessary words? It is an opportunity to
check that you have included appropriate sections, subsections, tables and figures.
Are the citations and references accurate and do they support your argument?
Have you checked that any facts and assertions are correct?
Proofreading – these are the final checks to ensure that all is present and correct.
This stage focuses on completeness, consistency and fine-scale correctness. Are the
sections and subsections, citations and references, figures and tables, complete and
consistent? Is the layout and presentation correct? And a final check: Have you met
the assignment guidelines?

Knowing when to stop
A significant proportion of students find it difficult to ‘move on’ from one
stage of the writing process to the next. Some keep researching and reading,
wishing to get to the bottom of the topic. In some cases, they might have
been delaying composing. About half the undergraduate and postgraduate
students I’ve asked regard composing as the most challenging part of the
writing process.
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Some students find it difficult to ‘let go’ of their writing and hand it in,
because they don’t feel it is good enough. Many students who become the
most accomplished writers suffer from feelings of not having done enough or
not feeling happy about what they’re handing in. However, you do have to
hand in your work on time and meet the guidelines (the brief) set for it. The
more you are aware of the different stages in the writing process – planning,
researching and reading, composing, reviewing and editing – the more likely
you are to manage the overall process effectively. That means completing the
different stages so that you can be more or less satisfied with your work and
finish it in time.

1.4

Playing to your strengths and preferences

I’ve put forward various ideas and suggestions in this chapter about both the
nature of academic writing and the process of creating it. Although these
suggestions are based on more than a decade of research and coaching in
writing development, and drawing upon the practices of many other
academics involved in writing development, I am also acutely aware that
each person reading this book is different. English may not be your first
language. You may have unusual learning preferences. You are different
because of your unique gifts, your specific social, cultural and educational
background, and because the context in which you are writing is disciplinebased. One of the key messages I hope you have gained from this first
chapter is that, although there are generalisations we can make about the
nature and process of academic writing, it is uniquely expressed because of
your nature as an individual and the context in which you find yourself. We
will explore this more in the chapters that follow.

1.5

In conclusion: the process of academic writing

Academic writing begins with understanding the nature of the task you have to
undertake. Your writing assignment is normally set within a discipline that has
certain conventions for the writing you are expected to do. This, in turn, shapes
the research you carry out, the reading you do, and the writing style and
document structure you will fashion. Writing an assignment usually involves
planning the structure of the assignment you are going to submit, in order to
build an argument. Planning shapes the act of composing (writing flowing
sentences). Writing is normally done in stages, with text gradually being
improved through reviewing and editing. Ultimately, the text and its presentation
are polished to create the final version.
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Key points in the chapter
1 Different kinds of academic writing have their own features, including
specific forms of structure and style.
2 Writing is important in study because it helps you to: remember; observe
and gather evidence; think; communicate; and above all, learn. Through
writing, you also develop key skills that enhance your employability.
3 Academic writing has certain features that apply generally but that also need to
be tailored to your specific discipline. Features of academic writing include: the
use of argument; being critical; being formal; and using words with precision.
4 Different people write in different ways and the same person may write in
different ways depending on the nature of the task.
5 The process of academic writing normally involves: planning, researching,
reading and note-taking; composing (drafting); and reviewing and editing.
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Answers for Chapter 1
Activity 1.2: Which of these is an argument?
(a) Yes, this is an argument. The writer has sought to use evidence and reasoning,
and careful wording, to shape an argument that leads to a conclusion.
(b) No, this is not an argument. It is essentially a description or statement of fact.
(c) No, this is not an argument. It is a description, followed by the expression of
an opinion.

Activity 1.3: Words and precise meanings
Verb

Meaning

1 Compare

F. Point out similarities and differences between two or more views. This
might involve coming to a conclusion as to the preferred view.

2 Contrast

B. Set two views in opposition in order to highlight the differences
between them.

3 Evaluate

E. Assess the value of something, which might include offering a personal
opinion.

4 Interpret

A. Make clear the meaning of something. This might include giving a
personal judgement.

5 Justify

D. Give reasons for decisions or conclusions reached, which might include
responding to possible objections.

6 Outline

C. Give an overview of the general principles and/or main features of a
subject, omitting fine detail.

Activity 1.4: Avoiding ‘look at’
Possible answers include: analyses, ascertains, assesses, challenges, critiques,
deconstructs, determines, establishes, explores, introduces, investigates, judges,
ponders, proposes, reflects, reveals, reviews, synthesises, verifies.
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