ACADEMIC WRITING
How to use this booklet: Read each explanation before attempting the questions. All fictional studies, data and bibliographic records are explicitly marked. Complete activities in order. Exercises 1–3 form the core introductory session; Exercises 4–6 provide continuation and consolidation.
EXERCISE 1 — What makes academic writing effective?
Learning sequence: explanation → worked model → comprehension → practice  |  Suggested time: 25–30 minutes
A. Reading: What makes academic writing effective?
Academic writing is an essential part of university education. Students use it to explain concepts, evaluate information and communicate arguments to an audience that expects clarity and evidence. Unlike everyday communication, which may be spontaneous or strongly personal, academic writing generally involves planning, careful reasoning and revision. Its purpose is not simply to show what a student knows, but to demonstrate how ideas are developed and supported.
One important characteristic is structure. An academic essay often includes an introduction, body paragraphs and a conclusion. The introduction establishes the topic, provides relevant context and presents the main focus or thesis. Body paragraphs develop distinct points through explanations and appropriate support. The conclusion brings the discussion together and clarifies its significance. A research paper may instead use specialised sections such as Methods and Results; the appropriate structure depends on the genre and discipline.
Academic language is generally formal and precise, but it should not be unnecessarily complicated. Instead of writing “Lots of students think online classes are really good,” a writer might say, “Many students consider online learning beneficial in certain circumstances.” The second version avoids conversational language and specifies the claim more carefully. Clear, direct wording is usually better than impressive-sounding vocabulary that obscures meaning.
Academic writers must also consider how strongly they express their claims. Statements such as “Technology always improves education” leave no room for exceptions. Cautious language, sometimes called hedging, includes expressions such as may, might, could, appears to and suggests that. For example, “Digital tools may support learning when used appropriately” is easier to defend than a universal claim. Hedging should reflect genuine uncertainty; writers should not weaken conclusions that are strongly supported by evidence.
An academic argument differs from an unsupported opinion because it explains reasoning and draws on relevant examples or credible sources. “Online learning is better” is a personal judgement unless the writer defines what “better” means and offers support. A more developed argument might consider flexibility for students with employment responsibilities while acknowledging that face-to-face interaction may be valuable. Critical thinking includes considering limitations and alternative explanations, not merely collecting statements that agree with one position.
Finally, academic texts need coherence and cohesion. Coherence means that the ideas follow a logical progression and contribute to a recognisable purpose. Cohesion refers to linguistic connections between sentences and paragraphs, such as pronouns, repeated key terms and expressions including however, for example and therefore. A writer should use therefore only when a conclusion genuinely follows from the preceding idea. Linking words cannot repair an argument whose ideas are unrelated.
These principles apply across essays, reports and research papers, although each genre has its own conventions. Strong academic writing combines a clear purpose, a suitable structure, accurate language, support for claims and a willingness to revise. The next exercises show how these principles operate in the abstract and main sections of a short research paper.
B. Pair comprehension — answer using the reading
What is academic writing intended to demonstrate beyond knowledge of a subject?
What is the difference between the structure of an essay and that of a research paper?
Why is precise language preferable to unnecessarily complicated language?
What is hedging? Give two expressions from the text and explain when they are appropriate.
How does a supported academic argument differ from an unsupported opinion?
Distinguish coherence from cohesion. Why can linking words not fix an illogical argument?
C. Whole-class follow-up
Compare: “Online learning is always better” and “Online learning may offer greater flexibility for some students.” Which is more defensible, and what evidence would be needed to support it?
EXERCISE 2 — How to read and write a research abstract
Learning sequence: explanation → worked model → comprehension → practice  |  Suggested time: 35–40 minutes
A. Reading: The purpose and structure of an abstract
An abstract is a brief, self-contained account of a research paper. It usually appears before the main text but is normally written after the research and paper are complete. Readers use it to decide whether the paper is relevant to their interests. In an empirical research paper, an abstract commonly includes background, aim, methods, results and conclusion. These parts may be combined or arranged differently depending on journal requirements. An abstract should not promise results that do not exist or invent findings.
	Part
	Question answered
	How to write it

	1. Background
	What issue matters?
	Introduce the broad problem and why it is relevant; 1–2 sentences.

	2. Aim
	What did the study investigate?
	Name the precise objective; e.g., “This study aimed to examine…”

	3. Methods
	How was the investigation conducted?
	Briefly identify participants/data, procedure and measures.

	4. Results
	What was found?
	Report the principal findings, with numbers where useful.

	5. Conclusion
	What do the findings mean?
	Interpret cautiously; identify an implication or limitation.



B. Fully annotated abstract — FICTIONAL teaching study
Title: Smartphone Notifications and Concentration During Programming Tasks
1. BACKGROUND
Smartphone notifications can interrupt university study, but their effects during short programming activities remain a practical concern.
WHY THIS PART? This introduces the issue and its relevance; it does not describe the study procedure.
2. AIM
This study aimed to examine whether silencing smartphone notifications reduced interruptions during a programming task.
WHY THIS PART? The words “aimed to examine” identify what the researchers intended to investigate.
3. METHODS
Forty undergraduate computer science students completed two comparable 20-minute tasks: one with notifications enabled and one with notifications disabled. Interruptions and task scores were recorded.
WHY THIS PART? This tells us who participated, what they did and what was measured.
4. RESULTS
Students experienced an average of 6.2 interruptions with notifications enabled and 2.1 with notifications disabled. Average task scores were slightly higher in the notification-disabled condition.
WHY THIS PART? These are observations from the fictional dataset, not explanations of why they occurred.
5. CONCLUSION
The findings suggest that silencing notifications may reduce interruptions during short programming activities. Longer studies are needed to establish whether the pattern applies in other settings.
WHY THIS PART? This interprets the findings cautiously and identifies a limit on generalisation.
C. Pair comprehension
Why does the abstract introduce notifications before describing the participants?
Which wording clearly signals the aim?
Identify the participants, task conditions and measures in Methods.
How do Methods and Results differ? Quote one detail from each.
Why are “suggest” and “may” suitable in the Conclusion?
What essential information would be lost if Results were omitted?
D. Guided abstract writing — FICTIONAL data
	Element
	Information provided

	Background
	Students may find complex lecture content difficult to revise.

	Aim
	Investigate whether lecture recordings support preparation for a short assessment.

	Methods
	60 first-year students; two groups of 30; recordings available vs written notes only.

	Results
	Average score: recordings 78%; notes only 69%.

	Limitation
	One university and a small sample.



Write a 100–130-word abstract. Use all five parts in order, but write as one connected paragraph. Use only the information supplied. Underline the sentence that reports Results and circle the language of caution in the Conclusion.
EXERCISE 3 — From abstract to research paper
Learning sequence: explanation → worked model → comprehension → practice  |  Suggested time: 35–40 minutes
A. Reading: What belongs in each section?
The abstract compresses the whole paper. The Introduction expands the problem, explains why it matters and states the purpose. The Background or Literature Review explains what is already known from relevant sources and where questions remain; it must not invent published findings. Methods describe the participants or materials, procedures and measures so that readers can assess what was done. Results report observations without treating them as explanations. Discussion interprets the findings, considers alternative explanations and limitations, and connects back to the aim. The Conclusion states the overall contribution and may identify implications or future work. Some disciplines combine sections or use different headings.
B. Worked model — six sections of the SAME fictional study
INTRODUCTION
Smartphone alerts are common during study sessions, and frequent interruptions may make sustained attention difficult. Programming tasks can require students to maintain several steps in working memory. This fictional study examined whether silencing notifications during a short coding exercise was associated with fewer interruptions and different task scores.
WHY: The passage establishes the context, narrows to the problem and states the study aim.
BACKGROUND / LITERATURE REVIEW
In a real paper, this section would compare relevant published studies on attention, interruptions and programming. It would define important concepts and identify what previous work has not yet established. For this teaching model, no outside studies are claimed; the section therefore illustrates its purpose rather than pretending to review evidence.
WHY: A literature review situates a study in existing scholarship. Without verified sources, a real literature review cannot be supplied.
METHODS
Forty undergraduate computer science students completed two comparable 20-minute programming tasks. Each student worked once with smartphone notifications enabled and once with them disabled. The researchers recorded the number of interruptions and task scores in both conditions.
WHY: It reports who participated, what happened and what was measured; it does not announce the findings.
RESULTS
Across the fictional observations, students experienced a mean of 6.2 interruptions when notifications were enabled and 2.1 when notifications were disabled. Average task scores were slightly higher with notifications disabled; exact score values were not supplied.
WHY: It reports only the available observations. It does not claim statistical significance or give invented scores.
DISCUSSION
The lower interruption count in the notification-disabled condition is consistent with the possibility that silencing alerts helps students maintain focus during short tasks. However, the study does not establish that notifications caused every interruption. The short duration and the participants’ differing programming experience limit how widely the pattern can be applied.
WHY: It interprets the observations, avoids an unsupported causal claim and identifies limitations.
CONCLUSION
In this fictional short-task study, students experienced fewer recorded interruptions when notifications were silenced. The findings support further investigation of notification management during study, particularly in longer and more varied tasks.
WHY: It brings together the key finding and its possible implication without adding new data.
C. Pair comprehension and section comparison
What is the difference between the aim in the Introduction and the procedure in Methods?
Why is the Background/Literature Review section explicit about not inventing sources?
Which numbers belong in Results? What numerical information is deliberately not supplied?
Find one interpretation and one limitation in Discussion.
Explain why “silencing notifications caused higher scores” would go beyond the available evidence.
How is the Conclusion different from the Results paragraph?
D. Short writing practice
Write TWO 50–70-word paragraphs about the fictional study: first a Results paragraph (observations only), then a Discussion paragraph (interpretation and one limitation). Do not invent exact scores, sources or statistical tests. Compare the two paragraphs with a partner.
EXERCISE 4 — Paraphrasing and summarising
Learning sequence: explanation → worked model → comprehension → practice  |  Suggested time: 30–35 minutes
A. Reading and step-by-step explanation
Paraphrasing restates a specific idea from a source in genuinely new wording and sentence structure while preserving its meaning. Summarising reduces a longer passage to its essential ideas. Both require citation when the ideas come from a source. A paraphrase is not made original simply by replacing a few words with synonyms. To paraphrase: (1) read for meaning; (2) identify the essential claim and any qualification; (3) put the source aside; (4) write from understanding; (5) compare for accuracy and distinct wording; (6) cite the source. To summarise: identify the central message, remove examples and secondary details, and write a shorter account without adding claims.
B. Annotated worked model — ORIGINAL teaching passage
SOURCE: “Students who receive feedback while drafting an essay may identify weaknesses in their arguments. However, the feedback is most useful when they evaluate suggestions and make their own revisions.”
TOO CLOSE: “Students who get feedback while writing an essay may find weaknesses in their arguments. However, feedback is most helpful when they assess suggestions and make their own changes.”
WHY WEAK: The original order and syntax remain almost unchanged; only a few words are replaced.
EFFECTIVE PARAPHRASE: “Feedback during drafting can help students recognise problems with their reasoning, but its value depends on whether they critically assess the advice and revise independently.”
WHY EFFECTIVE: It restructures the relationship between ideas while retaining the conditional point about active revision.
SUMMARY: “Writing feedback is most useful when students engage actively with it.”
WHY SUMMARY: It keeps the central idea but omits supporting detail.
C. Pair analysis
SOURCE: “Recorded lectures let students revisit explanations after class. This may help when material contains unfamiliar concepts, but recordings cannot fully replace opportunities to ask questions.”
Version A: “Recorded lectures allow students to revisit explanations after lessons and may help with unfamiliar ideas, but they cannot fully replace chances to ask questions.” Is this sufficiently different? Why?
Version B: “Recorded lectures guarantee higher grades because they remove the need for classroom interaction.” Does this preserve the meaning?
Version C: “Although recordings can support revision of difficult material, they do not substitute for direct interaction with teachers.” Which type of rewriting is this, and why?
D. Individual practice
SOURCE (original teaching passage): “Students sometimes rely on automatic grammar corrections without examining the suggested changes. As a result, they may produce a cleaner final draft without learning why their original sentences were inaccurate. Teachers can encourage learning by asking students to explain selected revisions.”
Write a faithful paraphrase of 35–50 words.
Write a summary of no more than 20 words.
Explain why a real published source would still require citation after paraphrasing.
EXERCISE 5 — Referencing and avoiding plagiarism
Learning sequence: explanation → worked model → comprehension → practice  |  Suggested time: 30–35 minutes
A. Reading: Why acknowledge sources?
Academic writing distinguishes the writer’s own contribution from ideas, words and findings taken from others. A direct quotation reproduces exact words and therefore requires quotation marks (or block quotation formatting) and a citation. A paraphrase rewrites a specific idea; a summary condenses a larger passage. Both still require citation. Plagiarism occurs when another person’s words or ideas are presented as one’s own without adequate acknowledgement; it can also occur unintentionally. An in-text citation points readers to a source, while a reference-list entry provides the details needed to identify it. Referencing systems differ by discipline. This lesson demonstrates APA 7 author–date conventions, not every possible source type.
B. Annotated APA 7 examples — FICTIONAL bibliographic record
FICTIONAL ARTICLE FOR FORMATTING PRACTICE ONLY: Authors: Maya Novak and Daniel Reed; year: 2024; title: “Feedback practices in introductory programming”; journal: Journal of Learning Technologies; volume 12; issue 2; pages 45–58. No DOI is supplied.
PARENTHETICAL CITATION: (Novak & Reed, 2024). WHY: Two authors and publication year identify the source in the text.
NARRATIVE CITATION: Novak and Reed (2024) discuss feedback practices. WHY: The author names are part of the sentence; the year follows them.
PARAPHRASE WITH CITATION: Feedback practices may shape how beginners revise their programming work (Novak & Reed, 2024). WHY: Rewording does not eliminate attribution. This is a formatting illustration, not a verified claim from an actual article.
DIRECT QUOTATION — FORMAT ONLY: Novak and Reed (2024) write, “[exact words from the source]” (p. 47). WHY: APA quotations require an appropriate locator; the bracketed text is a placeholder, not a real quotation. Never invent a quotation.
REFERENCE ENTRY: Novak, M., & Reed, D. (2024). Feedback practices in introductory programming. Journal of Learning Technologies, 12(2), 45–58.
WHY: Authors, year, article title, journal title, volume(issue) and page range appear in a conventional order. In a final APA document, the journal title and volume are italicised and reference entries use hanging indents. Add a DOI as a URL if one exists; none is supplied here.
C. Pair work — spot the problem
A student copies a sentence from a source, adds (Novak & Reed, 2024), but does not use quotation marks. What is missing?
A student paraphrases a source accurately but gives no citation. What is missing?
A student writes (Novak & Reed, 2024) in the text but leaves the source out of the reference list. What is missing?
A student lists the fictional article in References but gives no citation next to the borrowed idea. What is missing?
D. Individual APA practice
Using ONLY the fictional article details above, write (1) a parenthetical in-text citation, (2) a narrative citation in a sentence, and (3) a complete reference entry. Then explain whether a paraphrase needs quotation marks and whether it needs a citation.
EXERCISE 6 — Integrated revision and writing
Learning sequence: explanation → worked model → comprehension → practice  |  Suggested time: 30–35 minutes
A. Pair analysis — a deliberately weak passage
“Phone notifications are super bad and they always ruin students’ concentration. A study with forty students used two coding tasks, so notifications definitely cause lower grades. The students had 6.2 interruptions with alerts on and 2.1 with alerts off. Furthermore, the results prove that everyone should switch off their phones forever. Researchers also say feedback is useful for students, so that is another reason to ban notifications.”
Identify at least FIVE problems using what you learned in Exercises 1–5. Consider formal language, unsupported claims, coherence, the difference between Results and Discussion, and citation of borrowed ideas. Explain each problem rather than merely underlining it.
B. Individual writing — evidence-based paragraph
Using only the fictional notification study described in Exercises 2 and 3, write a 100–120-word paragraph reporting the main observation and explaining one possible implication and one limitation. Use formal, cautious language. Do not claim that the study proves causation or that scores increased by a particular amount.
C. Peer review
Is the main finding reported accurately?
Are observations distinguished from interpretation?
Does the writer avoid exaggerated claims?
Is there a relevant limitation?
Does the paragraph follow a logical order and use appropriate academic language?
End-of-unit reflection: Write one principle of academic writing that you can now apply independently, and one skill you need to practise further.
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