Academic Writing – Some Basics
Structure

· The basic structure of an essay is Introduction ( Body paragraphs ( Conclusion
· The five paragraph essay “rule” is a MYTH. The number of paragraphs is determined by many factors

· The basic structure of a body paragraph is topic sentence, support sentences, concluding sentence
· Rule of thumb: intro length = 2 - 4 sentences; body paragraphs = 5 – 6 sentences 

· Be mindful of paragraph length. A body paragraph should be no more than 50% of a standard page

· Every introduction must have clear thesis statement 

· The thesis statement does not necessarily need to be the last sentence of the introduction, but you will probably find that it makes the most sense there

· The concluding sentence of the previous paragraph should coordinate with the topic sentence of the following paragraph

· Your essay should be structured with most important/best argument nearer the beginning and the least important nearer the end

Language 

· Follow ABF at all times… “Always Be Formal” in your language choices.  No conversational terms, slang,  or contractions

· Do not ask direct questions in your essay.  You can form rhetorical sentences without a questioning statement (can you think of a way?) 
· Don’t use exclamation points  (!) unless the direct quote includes that mark.  

· Don’t  “preview” your essay in your intro with phrases like “this essay will attempt show X by pointing out Y…” 

· Avoid “I” and “you” statements unless those pronouns are a part of a direct quote

· Avoid the use of "and so on," "and so forth," "etc." or ellipses (...) at the end of your sentences.  You can make a list of three items if is a long list and simply say “among others,” or “etcetera” (spelled out!).  If the list is short (five or fewer items) list them all… if you need to!

· Terms like “as mentioned earlier” or “as previously stated” just mean one thing: “I am going to repeat myself now”

· Don’t assume everyone has the same value system.  All claims must be supported

· Vagueness is your enemy.  Avoid words like “thing,” “something,” and “stuff”

· Use metaphors very sparingly in your formal writing

· Avoid clichés and trite sayings 

Using sources

· Never, ever plagiarize. When it doubt, cite it!

· Quote only when you can’t paraphrase…but

· Use direct quotes when the speaker is being poetic (like JFK or MLK)… and

· Quotes need to be integrated into the essay, not left to fend for themselves

· The most important skill to learn in working with sources and doing  research is being able to discern the difference between good a good source and a bad one.  Do not let anxiety and boredom keep you from doing a thorough job of assessing possible sources 

Annoyances (the list is probably longer than this… but these are the biggest offenders)
· “Nowadays” = DON’T USE IT!  It’s not wrong, but it’s outdated
· “In today’s modern world…” (and all the other variations like “In today’s contemporary world…” “in today’s fast-paced culture…”  and even “In today’s world nowadays” ( I swear I’ve had this!!!!) = AVOID! These are words which are the equivalent of clearing one’s throat. Clichéd, trite, and boring.
· “First of all” = DON'T USE IT!  In fact, rather than using first, second, third, etc. as transition words, use phrases with vocabulary that show relationships between ideas.  (Ex:  Related to this, Equally important)

· “Dream” = unless you’re talking about the images we experience when we’re sleeping, DON’T USE IT!  It’s not wrong but it’s an old cliché.  Instead:  goal  

· “United States” = it must ALWAYS include an article.  Instead:  the United States (more commonly, the name is abbreviated:  the U.S.

· “So” (adj) = only if you are comparing (“so hot that his feet melted”).  Instead:  "very" is the appropriate adjective (ex:  It is very hot.)  Also avoid “really” to mean “very.” 

· “So” (adv.) = grammatically okay when it means “therefore,” but it is overused and looks unprofessional 
· “Discuss + about” = WRONG!  "Discuss" is NEVER followed by a preposition.  See the comprehensive list of reporting verbs and their grammatical constraints.

· “In this life; in this world” = Don't use these phrases; they are meaningless. Using "this" implies that there is another with which to compare it.  There isn't another life or another world!

· “Especially” = WRONG!  "Especially" is NOT a transition word; it is usually an adverb.   Instead:  “In particular.”  

· “this is a great example…”  = AVOID.  Do not tell your reader what to think.  If your example is indeed “great” (i.e. persuasive) then it will be self-evident

· “ for all intensive purposes”  = WRONG.  The correct phrase is “for all intents and purposes.” But don’t use that phrase either. It is tired and clichéd. 
· “A lot” = WRONG.  Two words.  A [space] lot = “a lot”

· “as it says in The Bible/Koran/Torah…”   =  AVOID.   Religious texts are not considered authoritative in a secular academic setting (unless you are specifically studying that text for a specific course).  

