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English academic writing

English for academic research represents a special 
type of language use, a subset of academic English, 
aimed at those who need to publish their work in 
international journals and present their research 
orally at international conferences.

“Marcelo J. Lippmann who is an Associate Editor for the Americas Earth Sciences Division 
explains how referees generally work and what their priorities are when assessing a 
manuscript:

If the scientists are editing technical journals for a professional organization or a
commercial publishing house, they tend to devote only a minimal amount of their time (a few
hours a week) in editing the materials that are submitted to them. These “part-time editors”
mainly want to make sure the technical / scientific content is correct. If the writing needs
improvement, they either may reject the papers or ask the authors to get help from an
English-speaking colleague or a science editor.”

(Adrian Wallwork (2016), English for Academic Research: A Guide for Teachers, 
Cham, CH: Springer International Publishing)

Academese – ‘an artificial form of 

communication commonly used in institutes of 

higher education designed to make small, 

irrelevant ideas appear important and original. 

Proficiency in academese is achieved when you 

begin inventing your own words and no one can 

understand what you are writing.’

Source: 

http://www.tameri.com/write/academese.html

http://www.tameri.com/write/academese.html


Variation in academic writing

Text 1: Research article – biology: P. S. Curtis, L. M. Balduman, B. G. Drake and D. F. Wigham,

Elevated atmospheric CO2 effects on belowground processes in C3 and C4 estuarine marsh

communities, Ecology 71 (1990): 2001–2006.

There were marked differences in root growth into regrowth cores among

the three communities, both in the distribution of roots through the cores and in the

response to elevated CO2. In the Scirpus community, root growth was evenly

distributed throughout the 15-cm profile, with no significant differences in root

biomass among the 5-cm sampling intervals within a treatment (Fig. 1). Exposure to

elevated CO2 has a pronounced effect on root regrowth . . .

Migration, thus, is not an easy out; but for many bird species there is no
alternative. Physical or abehavioral adaptations to particular feeding strategies alone
may dictate fall flight. The herons, for example, with their stilt-legged manner of
fishing for a living in shallow water, have no way of coping with even a thin,
temporary cover of ice. They have, in effect, become too specialized. The fly-
catchers, as well, once their insect prey have metamorphosed and become sedentary
for the winter, must move southward to find food on the wing. And so, too, must the
soaring birds of prey. . .

Excerpted from: Biber (2009: 127)

Text 2: Textbook – biology: P. J. Marchand, Life in the cold: an introduction to winter ecology, 2nd

edn. Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1991: 4..



Variation in academic writing for research

 Although both texts rely on specialized technical vocabulary and share some specialized
grammatical features, they illustrate the differences in the research writing from different
academic disciplines.

 When compared to conversation or popular written registers (like fiction or newspaper reportage),
it makes sense to treat academic writing as a general register with distinctive grammatical
characteristics.

 At the same time, though, there are systematic patterns of linguistic variation that distinguish the
different types of academic writing.

(Excerpted and adapted from: Douglas Biber and Bethany Gray (2016). Grammatical Complexity in Academic English: 
Linguistic Change in Writing, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press)



Academic prose in English – Grammar

• present simple, the most frequent verb form (used to 
mainly to describe instances which are generally 
valid, e.g. The efficiency of the selection amounts to 
90%.);

• past simple (used mainly to report previous findings 
or performed procedures, e.g. Events were selected 
as follows.);

• other tenses occur, but are less frequent;
• use of tenses must be consistent!

Dominance of 
simple tenses

• passives (generally used to avoid mentioning the 
performer of the action, e.g. Bilingual children have 
been demonstrated/are believed to adapt better to 
new situations than monolingual children.)

• impersonal constructions (used mostly to draw 
attention to the performed activity, not the author of 
the paper e.g. It has been demonstrated that…)

• non-finite verb forms (infinitives and participles, e.g. 
The first step is to evaluate the expression; the 
assumptions given above).

Impersonal 
constructions



Academic prose in English – Grammar

• when present, commonly used in the form of 
1st person pronouns to indicate who the authors(s) 
are (I argue that…/We have established…)

• No use of 2nd person pronoun (you)

• Occasional use of 3rd person (He/she/it/they stated 
that…)

Infrequent use 
of pronouns 

• nominalizations (expressions functioning as nouns) 
are more frequent than in other types of writing (e.g. 
Consideration is being given to the expansion and 
utilization of the media…). 

Higher
frequency of 
nominalizations



Academic prose in English – Vocabulary and Style

• pervasive and uniform use of specialized
expressions and abbreviations not used by 
ordinary speakers of a language (e.g. 
phosphorylation, metaphase, antecedent, 
hypotaxis, etc.);

Terminological
vocabulary

• continual reuse of words mentioned before; 
avoidance of the use of synonyms when referring 
to specific and definite terms.

Frequent
repetitions

• avoidance of contractions (e.g. can’t → cannot, 
isn’t → is not, let’s → let us, etc.), 

• absence of informal vocabulary (e.g. the spat got
kicked off… (informal) → the controversy was
instigated…(formal)) 

• avoidance of phrasal verbs (e.g. set off → start, 
bring about → cause), etc.

Use of
formal style 



Academic prose in English – Vocabulary and Style

• Strict avoidance of subjective language, e.g. 
expressions containing:
‒ subjective expressions (e.g. extremely unpleasant)
‒ emotional expressions ( e.g. It is a real shame that 
something as simple as a diet was not taken account 
of by nurses…)
‒ biased vocabulary (A monster of a man violated an 
underage girl; ...used by the old / older people)

Absence of 
expressive/ figurative

language

• Frequent use of expressions showing logical
relationships (e.g. Belt rangelands are mostly 
located near villages and cities. Therefore, they are 
always grazed by animals; Even though the 
government introduced policies to stimulate the  
economy the recession worsened.)

Use of expressions 
showing logical

relationships

• Use of expressions which indicate partial 
commitment to the truth of the statement (This 
fraction is assumed to originate from…; It might be 
speculated that…)

Hedging expressions 
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