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ON STYLE 
 
Formal written English follows certain conventions of tone, format, and style in order to show 
respect. You are showing respect for the time and attention your reader will give your ideas, and 
demonstrating why you should be taken seriously. For this reason, casual ways of writing that might 
be fine in everyday exchanges are not acceptable in a polished essay (just as respect might stop you 
from using certain words in front of your grandmother). The second person you are showing respect 
for is yourself. When you write, even in routine e-mails, you communicate something about who 
you are to others. This is particularly so with a sustained piece of writing like an essay. As Michael 
Harvey argues, “A good essay is a small piece of one’s better self—more rational, more critical, and 
more cogent than one is in everyday speech or idle thought, yet also more spirited.”1  
 
Keep in mind that all of the following advice is relevant not only for academic writing but also for 
your future professional life. As students, interns, job applicants, and new hires, you need to be 
aware that “good grammar is credibility [...] In blog posts, on Facebook statuses, in e-mails, and on 
company websites, your words are all you have. They are a projection of you in your physical 
absence. And, for better or worse, people judge you if you can't tell the difference between their, 
there, and they're. Good grammar makes good business sense.”2 Even if you plan to never write an 
essay after college, you will write emails, legal opinions, quarterly reports, web content, etc. –
representing not only yourself but your employer, who will expect correct grammar as a matter of 
course. The professional world appreciates the effort and respect that good style communicates. 
 
On Format. Standard formatting for an academic essay is 12 pt. font, 1 inch margins, double-
spaced, with a serif-font like Times New Roman. This is not arbitrary. The spacing between lines, 
the margins, and the font size all reduce the visual density of the document and make your essay 
easier for the human eye to read. This is also why serif fonts are part of standard formatting. A serif 
font like Times New Roman, or Georgia, has little straight lines trailing at the edges of each letter; 
a sans-serif font, like Arial or Helvetica, does not. These “serifs” give the eye something to rest on, 
making letters easier to read quickly. Sans-serif fonts, in contrast, take work to read, and can cause 
eye fatigue in large doses. 
 
On Flow. The flow of ideas can make or break an essay. Flow includes both the logical points of 
the argument and eloquence; these elements support each other. Without elegance in your argument, 
you might as well read a logical proof. Without logic, you might as well ‘read’ abstract word art. An 
essay should find a common ground between these extremes: elegant, logical prose. 

v Logical Flow: Logical flow first requires that you give some thought to the overall structure 
and order of your thoughts at the level of your thesis (the big argument) and paragraphs (the 
major parts of that argument). Once the larger structure is established, your task is to signal 
(or “sign post”) how your thoughts logically connect at the level of individual sentences. 

v Sophistication: Linking words are ideal for signaling logical relationships between ideas to 
your reader in a sophisticated way. They signal continuity between sentences (also, further), 
contrast (but, yet, however), conditional relationships (if/then), temporal shifts (then, after, 
before, when, once), sequence (first, second, before, after), cause (because), consequence 
(as a result), or conclusions (therefore, finally). Choose carefully. Some words like 

                                                
1 Michael Harvey, The Nuts and Bolts of College Writing (Hackett Publishing, Cambridge 2003) p. ix 
2 Kyle Weins, “I Won't Hire People Who Use Poor Grammar. Here’s Why,” Harvard Business Review Blog Network, 
July 20, 2012. 
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“therefore” or “thus” should be used sparingly to avoid sounding overly fussy. Words and 
phrases like “furthermore,” “on the one hand…” or, “in conclusion” can also bog down your 
prose if used too often. The single best test for the “flow” of your essay is to read your work 
aloud. Anything that sounds confusing or repetitive needs to go. 

 
Write (Almost) Like You Talk: Naturally. While it is important to be formal, if you sound too 
formal or stiff when writing you can lose your audience. A good essay is like a well-structured, very 
polite explanation of a topic—or defense of a position—to an intelligent but slightly argumentative 
human being. 

v Natural Structure: Few of us consciously introduce topics of conversation with thesis 
statements; however, when making a drawn out argument in speech we do provide evidence, 
analysis, and conclusions for our listener—and we do so in a structured way. Typically we 
begin by starting at basic facts, problems, or principles, and then work through to the 
conclusion we want to explain. The natural order of ideas you would use to explain 
something to an intelligent friend who knows very little about your subject is generally a 
solid way to approach your essay. 

v Natural Voice: The “voice” of an essay should be formal, but it should be recognizably 
yours. Write using language that helps you communicate clearly. Try to avoid language you 
personally would never, ever use unless it serves some specific purpose or allows you to say 
something you could not otherwise express. Technical language, for instance, exists for the 
sake of making complicated points concisely. Most fancy SAT or GRE words have a similar 
function: these have specific meanings that make them less suited for casual use, but 
appropriate for formal settings. In other words, use your vocabulary freely but have reasons 
for choosing a complex word over a simple one—and be sure that word means what you 
think it does. Be leery of filling your paper with synonyms a computer program thinks are 
acceptable; this is a recipe for saying things you do not intend. Formal, technical, or 
academic sounding language should never be more important than communicating your 
ideas. 
 

On Grammar and Composition: Good writing has energy, rhythm, and purpose. Understanding 
the conventional rules of composition and grammar can help you achieve this goal with style. Here 
are a few rules worth mastering: 

v Avoid the Passive Voice: The passive voice slows your writing down by diminishing the 
relationship between subject and verb: the subject is no longer acting, but being acted on. 
More subtly, the subject is sometimes removed from the direct action of the sentence 
altogether:  

o Passive: “Things were done by X.” Active: “X did___.”  
o Passive: “In Machiavelli’s Prince, virtù is discussed.” Active: “Machiavelli discusses 

virtù in The Prince.”  
The passive voice allows an author to make statements indirectly, or without a clear subject. 
For this reason it is a popular choice with anyone seeking to avoid responsibility for an 
action, thought, or event. Thus you’ll hear politicians say “mistakes were made,” not “I 
made a mistake.” The same is true for writing an academic argument. The passive voice is 
very popular in student writing because it sounds official, and lets you present an argument 
without ever taking direct responsibility for it. While it may seem safer to hide behind the 
passive voice when expressing your thoughts, you risk taking yourself out of your own 
paper in the process. Own your words. 
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v Prefer Nouns and Verbs to Adjectives and Adverbs: Academic writing often encourages the 
use of modifying words, nominalizations (when an adjective or verb becomes a noun, like 
“applicability” v. “to apply”) and other such qualifiers. Whenever possible, try to make your 
point simply and plainly. Nouns and verbs keep your writing lean and vivid. 

v Master the Comma: The comma very easily abused. Two common abuses include: 
o The Comma Splice. This involves separating two complete statements with a comma, 

as such: “Rousseau provides a definition of heroes, heroes are those with greatness 
of soul.” Use a period, colon, or a semi-colon to split statements definitively or use a 
conjunction to connect the statements. 

o Restrictive Modifiers. When a word or phrase modifies the meaning of a noun, 
adding a comma between them grammatically breaks their relationship. For instance, 
“I went to the movie with the man, who lives next door” is incorrect because the 
clause “who lives next door” is essential for specifying which man went to the movie. 
In contrast, “I went to the movie with Batman, who lives next door” is fine; “who 
lives next door” is not essential for understanding that Batman went to the movie. 

v Avoid Contractions in Formal Writing. This gives your paper more polish and increases the 
level of formality. Note: this rule requires knowing your contractions (it’s) from your 
possessives (its).  

v Vary Your Sentence Structure. Punctuation and grammar are, among other things, ways to 
control the speed and rhythm your reader “hears” the words you write. Just as repetitive 
music can make you drowsy, too many sentences following the same patterns will lull your 
reader to sleep. Be attentive to the rhythm of your words. 

v Pace Your Argument: The amount of space you spend on a subject signals its importance—
so take your time with important points that are essential to your argument, and move 
quickly through supporting details (or in more complicated essays, move them to the 
endnotes/footnotes). Similarly, the way you break up your ideas into paragraphs and 
sentences visually signals distinct thoughts and the different stages of your argument to your 
reader. 

v Avoid Clichés (like the plague): Clichés and platitudes are comforting because they sound 
familiar and sometimes more ‘official.’ But they tend to be boring, make you look a little 
lazy, and (most significantly) they rarely actually communicate anything interesting or 
specific.  

v (And for the record:) Quote and Cite Judiciously. Different instructors will have their own 
official rules about citing lecture, slides, or class discussion. As a matter of good writing 
practice, however, you want to avoid citing any of these whenever you can help it. Citing 
lecture makes you look less certain of your argument, unsure of your ability to interpret a 
text, less competent as a researcher, and it’s frankly a little tacky. Relying on your own 
analysis of primary and secondary texts, in contrast, shows that you know how to investigate 
a question, find evidence, and that you have ideas of your own to share. 
 

Finding Your Written Voice: Developing a voice when you write is the work of years, possibly a 
lifetime. It can seem like an incredibly daunting task to measure up in your own writing when 
reading the language of giants like Machiavelli, Marx, Orwell or Shelly. The good news is that 
successful writing does not require genius. So long as you are communicating clearly, your primary 
task as a writer is accomplished.  
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That said, one of the best ways to improve as a writer is to read and read broadly. Poetry, journalism, 
fiction, and (in rare, shining moments) even Twitter can improve your writing—so long as you read 
actively. The point is to become familiar the rhythms and patterns of the written word in its different 
forms, and in doing so to become critical of those forms. Read passages and sentences you love out 
loud, just to have the sound of them in your ears and memory. (Really. This helps develop your ‘ear’ 
for good prose and verbal rhythm.) Take the time to notice how important passages are formally 
composed. When you find yourself impressed by a sentence or an idea, or flying through a piece of 
writing with ease, go back and spend a little time looking at the words and their order; think about 
what choices the author made when composing them in that fashion. Conversely, when a passage 
strikes you as awkward, figure out why it bothers you—or, better, figure out how you would 
improve it. It is in the process of developing opinions about how writing should sound that your 
own voice will start to come forward.  
 
Resources:  
 
In Print: There are many excellent writing guides that can take you through college and into your 
professional writing life. The single most authoritative guide on writing style is William Strunk, Jr. 
and E. B. White, The Elements of Style (Longman Publishing, 1999). For a more general 
introduction, Michael Harvey, The Nuts and Bolts of College Writing (Hackett Publishing, 
Cambridge 2003), is very good. Both are readily available and inexpensive.  
 
Online: There are lots of resources online that can help you improve your writing. Reading about 
words and language, and reading about what successful people have to say about writing is a great 
way to become more critical of your own work. Bear in mind, however, that it is no substitute for 
actually sitting down and practicing putting words on paper.  
 

v The Chicago Manual of Style: 
http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html 

v MLA Citation Style (via Chicago University): 
http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/mla 

v Strunk & White online (full html text): http://www.bartleby.com/141/ 
v UCLA Writing Center: http://www.wp.ucla.edu/index.php/home 
v Jack Lynch, “Guide to Grammar and Style,” 

http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Writing/index.html 
v Susan Snively, Amherst College, “Writing Better:” 

https://www.amherst.edu/academiclife/support/writingcenter/advice/writingbetter 


