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FROM INFORMAL TO FORMAL LANGUAGE 
Most students know that two things bring down a paper grade almost immediately:  no focus and incorrect grammar.  A third aspect that often is never mentioned is the level of formality.  If you regularly read magazines (like Oprah) or the sports pages for entertainment—and nothing else more formal—you are likely to risk informality in your writing.   Oprah and every sports player would want students to succeed.  Oprah and sports magazine writers can be informal to reach their audience.  You, however, have to be more formal to reach yours.

Aspects of Magazine or Informal Writing


The following list shows you how magazine or newspaper writers connect almost instantly with their readers:

· beginning a sentence with a conjunction (e.g. But, And, Or, So, Yet, Because)

· contractions (e.g. can’t, won’t, doesn’t)

· use of the word you
· use of the imperative or command form (e.g. Watch this film.)

· abbreviations (e.g. etc. instead of and so forth)

· person shift (e.g. using I, you, he, she, it, and they all over the paper)

· flashy or overly positive content instead of substantive content or argument

· short sentences and short paragraphs

· stories in the text that are too personal or too compelling

· an absence of references to sources considered (e.g. in-text citations to books and journal articles)

The Very Good Reasons Magazines Are Written Using These Features


Each of the above features serves one important purpose:  to get the reader standing in line at a grocery store to plunk down the $5 for a magazine or the 50 cents for USA Today.  This writing style is used because it really works.


Even if informal writing comes easily to you, here are some reasons you want to avoid it:  

· professors expect formal writing and grade you down for informality

· they are preparing you for the work world where formality is expected

· informality can make you neglect the more serious content of your work

· informality can make you appear less serious as a writer and student.

Reading More and Different Magazines and Newspapers


Keep reading what you enjoy, but add to that list more formal sources.  If you would like to get better at argument, try reading the very short editorials in newspapers like The Wall Street Journal and The Christian Science Monitor.  Both these papers win awards for writing.  The British magazine The Economist is well written and contains very short articles on a huge array of global topics.  In it you will find arguments that you can study.  Ask your professor for well-written magazines in your field so that you can enhance your writing style.

Shifting to a More Formal Style


Here is a list of text features found in more formal texts:

· Begin sentences in a variety of ways, not always with the subject.  Try using a clause or phrase.

· no contractions or abbreviations because they make you look like you are trying to save time

· absolutely no use of the word you.  Keep it to third person (he, she it,  they).

· no use of imperatives.  Sentences have to be statements or questions.

· vary the length of sentences and paragraphs.  The more diversity in sentence length, the more pleasant the text is to read.

· be serious when you write to your professor—do not use examples or stories that create interest without creating an argument or a serious point

· enjoy using college-level diction, which you can learn through reading excellent newspapers and magazines like the ones mentioned above.  Another resource to develop your vocabulary is higher-priced magazines about a hobby of yours.  Find one at a good bookstore and as you are enjoying the content, study the vocabulary.  Write in a journal using the first word that comes into your mind—you will, after two years, have improved your vocabulary privately.

· when you refer to a source you’ve consulted, make sure you give the full name of the author, the title (underlined if a book or in quotation marks if an article), the year of publication in parentheses or in the sentence itself, and a general description of the audience for that work.

Setting Up a Writing Center Appointment


If you would like a tutor to help your writing be more formal, call extension 6981.  

Fine Points of Academic Writing:  Installment 1


Professors know who has spent time on writing by simple, but exclusively written facets of academic writing.  Here is a list of some that I don’t like; however, each professor has a list of things that drive him or her crazy.  

Questions as Statements

One sure way to knot up your sentence structure (called syntax) is to phrase a statement with question words.  The question words (when, who, where, what, why, wonder, whether) do not themselves make a question statement; if you want to use one in a statement, be sure that the syntax works.

Incorrect:  He wondered why the tendency to simplify grammar in one century did not appear in the next?

Better:  Why the tendency to simplify grammar existed in one century, and not in another, was important to study.

Lists and Announcements

The colon is used for lists and for announcements.  However, many people try to create lists and announcements in other ways.  They use semi-colons (wrong); they use colons after verbs like are, were, and include (wrong).  The colon has to be used after a full sentence, so if you include the words “as follows” after one of those three verbs, you are usually fine.

No Noun after the Word This

The word this is a pronoun:  pronouns require a word they refer to (called an antecedent).  If you use the word this at the beginning of a sentence, you are actually making the *entire previous sentence* the antecedent, which really taxes the brain of the reader.  Force yourself to use a noun after the word this.  Ask yourself, this what?

Hyphens

Certain words require hyphens (prefixes and suffixes like pre, post, mid; words like self; newer combinations of words).  Hyphens die early.  Remember when the word email had a hyphen?  You should be aware of when hyphens live and when they die.

Phrasal Verbs Weaken Your Prose

Phrasal verbs are verbs with particles:  instead of the word admire, you could say look up to.  Instead of saying investigate, you can say look into.  Phrasal verbs clog your sentence with those small words and make you seem informal.  Informality is appropriate for magazine style writing, not for academic writing.

How You Link Ideas

Ideally, the writing itself works to help people understand what you mean.  If you begin sentences with conjunctions (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so—the acronym is fanboys), your sentences are connected by words that are meant to connect sentences internally—not externally.  If you are afraid of writing longer sentences, then you really have trouble linking your ideas.  Linking ideas together can be easier you use good transitional sentences.  Work harder at planning your paper to make writing easier as well.  

Introduce New Words at the End of Your Sentences

New words are difficult for readers to process.  Put them at the end of the sentence after you lead up to them.

Save Quotation Marks for Direct Quotes

Some students use quotation marks to emphasize:  they aren’t meant for that.  Quotation marks can indicate the opposite of something or note irony (Internal Revenue “Service”).  Their main use, however, is for direct quotes, not for emphasis.  


Incorrect:  The “root” cause 


Correct:  The root cause

Passive Voice

Passive voice has two problems in writing:  it adds extra words and it hides agency.  


Not great:  Managers can let their accomplishments be seen by others.


Better:  Managers can let others see their accomplishments.

Gerund Takes Possessive

A fine point in writing is that gerunds take possessive.  

Incorrect:  The father was upset over his son losing the baseball game.

Correct:  The father was upset over his son’s losing the baseball game.

Abstractions

Sometimes writers don’t say exactly what happens.  In the sentence below, it would be better to spell out exactly what the consequences are.

Incorrect:  The deterioration of wetlands causes major consequences to the health of the environment.

That instead of Who

When referring to a person, use who, not that.


Incorrect:  The doctor that advised my neighbor works downtown.


Correct:  The doctor who advised my neighbor works downtown.  

