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Preface

Why this book exists

Every year, brilliant ideas earn lower grades than they deserve. Not
because the thinking is weak, but because the writing gets in the way.
A misplaced comma, a buried thesis, a paraphrase that drifts too close
to its source: small mistakes, repeated across a paper, quietly erode a
reader's confidence in everything else you say. Academic writing is
the medium through which your intellect reaches the world, and
when the medium is noisy, the message suffers.

How the book is organized

This handbook collects one hundred of the most common, most costly
mistakes in academic writing, and shows you how to avoid every one
of them. The tips are grouped into ten chapters that follow the natural
arc of a writing project, from the planning you do before the first
sentence, through structure, flow, clarity, style, grammar,
punctuation, word choice, and the responsible use of sources, to the
final pass of revision before you submit.

How to use it

You do not need to read this book from cover to cover, though you
certainly can. Treat it as a companion you keep within reach. Skim the
contents, find the mistake that haunts your own drafts, and read that
tip first. Each tip is built the same way, so you always know where to
look: a plain description of the mistake, a short explanation of why it
matters, concrete advice on how to fix it, a before-and-after example,
and a one-line takeaway you can carry into your next paragraph.
Master a handful at a time, and within a term your writing will read as
if a careful editor were sitting at your shoulder.



CHAPTER 1

Foundations: Mindset,
Audience & Planning

Avoiding the mistakes that happen before you write a single
sentence

TIPS 1-10

Most writing problems are not writing problems at all. They are
thinking, planning, and reading problems that quietly take root before
the first paragraph exists. By the time a draft feels stuck, vague, or
off-target, the real mistake is usually upstream: the assignment was
skimmed, the audience was imagined as a clone of the writer, or the
topic was never sharpened into a question. No amount of polishing
rescues a piece built on a shaky foundation. This chapter is about the
decisions that shape everything else. We will look at how to read a
prompt like a contract, how to picture a real reader, why outlining saves
more time than it costs, and how to separate a topic from a research
question and a thesis. We will also reframe how you think about
drafting, editing, and revision, so that perfectionism does not paralyze
you on page one. Get these foundations right and the sentences become
far easier to write. Get them wrong and you will spend the rest of the
project paying for it.

) Don't start writing before you fully
understand the assignment

THE MISTAKE

You read the prompt once, latch onto a familiar keyword, and start writing
the essay you wish you had been asked to write. Three pages in, you realize
the assignment called for a critique, not a summary, or asked for two case
studies, not one. Now you are emotionally invested in text that answers the
wrong question.
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WHY IT MATTERS
Misreading the task is the most expensive mistake in academic writing
because it invalidates everything built on top of it. A brilliantly argued paper
that ignores the actual prompt earns a poor grade or a desk rejection. You
also waste your scarcest resource, time, rewriting from scratch when the
deadline is closest.

HOW TO FIX IT

Read the assignment three times before drafting. First for the gist, then with
a highlighter for the task verbs (analyze, compare, evaluate, argue), and
finally for the constraints (length, sources, format, deadline). Rewrite the
prompt in your own words and list exactly what a complete answer must
contain. Circle any term you cannot define. If anything is ambiguous, email
the instructor or editor a specific question before you invest hours. Keep this
restated brief visible as you write and check your draft against it.

Avoid: The prompt says 'evaluate the effectiveness of the policy,’
but the draft only describes what the policy is and when it
1mMnc anCDf‘]

Better: The draft weighs evidence for and against the policy's
effectiveness and reaches a defended judgment, exactly as

the verb 'evaluate' demands.

Quick takeaway: Treat the prompt as a contract: answer what

was actually asked, not what you wish was

e s asked. .
a Don't ignore your reader: write for an

informed but non-specialist audience

THE MISTAKE

Writers picture either their professor, who already knows everything, or
nobody at all. So they skip definitions, lean on insider jargon, and assume the
reader can fill every gap. The result reads like private notes: dense,
unexplained, and impossible to follow unless you already agree with the
conclusion.

WHY IT MATTERS

If readers cannot follow your reasoning, your insight is invisible, no matter
how correct it is. Assuming too much knowledge alienates examiners testing
whether you can explain ideas, and confuses peer reviewers from adjacent
fields. Clarity is not dumbing down; it is the proof that you understand the
material well enough to teach it.

HOW TO FIX IT
Write for a smart reader in your discipline who has not read your exact
sources. Define specialized terms on first use, spell out acronyms, and briefly
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explain why each step matters before diving into detail. After drafting, reread
a hard paragraph as if you knew nothing about your specific project. Ask a
peer outside your subfield to mark every spot where they got lost. Those
marks are your revision list. Aim to make the reader feel intelligent, not
excluded.

Avoid: Applying the standard DiD specification with two-way FE
confirms the SUTVA-consistent ATT is significant.

time and group, we find the policy had a significant
average effect on the treated group.

Quick takeaway: Write for the intelligent reader who is not

| Better: Using a difference-in-differences design with controls for
I already inside your head.

Don't skip the outline

THE MISTAKE

Eager to feel productive, you open a blank document and start writing
sentences, trusting that structure will emerge on its own. It rarely does.
Instead you produce paragraphs that wander, repeat each other, and arrive at
no clear destination, forcing a painful reorganization later when the prose is
already polished and hard to cut.

WHY IT MATTERS

Without an outline you discover your argument's flaws only after writing
thousands of words, when fixing them means demolishing finished sentences
you are reluctant to delete. Outlining surfaces gaps, redundancies, and logical
jumps while they are still cheap to fix. It also frees your attention: with the
map decided, you can focus on writing one section well.

HOW TO FIX IT

Before drafting, sketch a one-line purpose for each section and each
paragraph: what claim does it make and how does it move the argument
forward? A reverse-outline check works too: write your thesis at the top, then
list the steps a reader must accept to believe it, in order. Even a rough bullet
skeleton beats none. Test the logic by reading only your section headings and
topic sentences; if that skeleton tells a coherent story, the full draft will too.
Adjust the outline freely, that is its job.

Avoid: Before outline: a 4,000-word draft where the literature
review, methods, and the author's own argument are
tangled together across every section.
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Better: After outline: a clear sequence where each section has one
job, and the topic sentences alone trace the full argument.

Quick takeaway: An outline is cheap to change; a finished
draft is not.

Don't confuse your topic with your
research question

THE MISTAKE

Asked what your paper is about, you answer with a topic: 'social media and
teenagers,' or 'the French Revolution.' That is a subject area, not a question.
Papers built on topics alone sprawl in every direction, summarizing
everything vaguely related and committing to no specific inquiry the reader
can follow to a conclusion.

WHY IT MATTERS

A topic has no answer, so it cannot organize a paper or signal when you are
done. Research questions create focus: they tell you which sources matter,
what counts as evidence, and what your conclusion must address. Without
one, you produce a report instead of an argument, and graders notice the
difference immediately.

HOW TO FIX IT

Narrow your topic into a single, answerable question by adding specificity:
which population, which period, which variable, which comparison? Turn
'social media and teenagers' into 'Does daily Instagram use predict higher
self-reported anxiety among 14-to-16-year-olds?' A good question is
debatable, researchable within your constraints, and not answerable by a
quick search. Write it at the top of your document and ask, after each
paragraph, whether you are still answering it. If not, cut or refocus the
paragraph.

I Avoid: This paper is about climate change and agriculture.

Better: How has rising average temperature affected wheat
yields in the Punjab region between 1990 and 2020?

Quick takeaway: A topic names a field; a research question
gives your paper ajob to finish.
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Don't leave your thesis vague, hidden, or
missing

THE MISTAKE

You announce a subject but never stake a claim: "This essay will discuss the
causes of the 2008 financial crisis.' The reader reaches the end unsure what
you actually argue. Or the thesis is buried in the conclusion, discovered only
after the reader has struggled through pages with no idea where they were
heading.

WHY IT MATTERS

A thesis is the promise that organizes everything else; without a clear one,
readers cannot tell what each paragraph is supposed to support. Vague theses
produce vague papers, because there is no central claim to test evidence
against. Examiners reward a sharp, arguable position and penalize writing
that merely surveys a topic without committing to an answer.

HOW TO FIX IT

State one specific, arguable claim early, usually at the end of your
introduction, and make every section serve it. A strong thesis names your
position and previews your reasoning: 'X happened primarily because of A
and B, not the commonly cited C." Test it: could a reasonable person
disagree? If not, it is a fact, not a thesis. Could you defend it in the space
available? If not, narrow it. Keep it visible while drafting and prune anything
that does not advance it.

Avoid: This essay will explore various perspectives on remote
work and its many effects.

Better: Remote work raises individual productivity but erodes
team cohesion, making hybrid schedules the better
long-term model for knowledge firms.

Quick takeaway: If a reasonable person cannot disagree with
your thesis, you have a topic, not an

t.
Don't try 0 write and edit at the same
time

THE MISTAKE

You type a sentence, dislike it, delete it, rewrite it, then fix a comma before
moving on. Each line becomes a negotiation with your inner critic. An hour
passes and you have one polished paragraph and a sinking feeling, because

perfecting words you may later cut is the slowest possible way to build a
draft.



100 TIPS TO AVOID MISTAKES IN ACADEMIC WRITING

WHY IT MATTERS

Drafting and editing use different mental modes: one generates, the other
judges. Running them at once jams both, killing momentum and inviting the
perfectionism that causes blank-page paralysis. You also waste effort
polishing sentences that restructuring will delete anyway. Writers who
separate the modes draft faster and edit more ruthlessly, because they are not
defending freshly buffed prose.

HOWTO FIXIT

Give yourself permission to write a bad first draft. In drafting mode, keep
your hands moving and silence the critic; if a word will not come, type a
placeholder like [STAT HERE] or [fix transition] and push on. Turn off
spell-check squiggles if they distract you. Only after a full section exists do
you switch to editing mode and revise with cold eyes. Set a timer for focused
drafting sprints so you build the habit of generating first and judging later.

Avoid: Before: spending forty minutes perfecting the opening
sentence before any other sentence exists.

Better: After: drafting the whole section in one sitting with
placeholders, then editing it as a unit the next day.
Quick takeaway: Write with the door closed and the critic out;
edit with the door open and the critic in.

Don't underestimate how many drafts
good writing takes

THE MISTAKE

You schedule your project as if the first draft were the final one, leaving a day
to 'tidy up' before the deadline. When that draft turns out rough, as first
drafts always are, there is no time left to fix structural problems, so you
submit something you know is underdeveloped and hope the ideas shine
through.

WHY IT MATTERS

Polished, clear writing is almost never produced in one pass; it is the residue
of several. Believing otherwise leads to crushing deadline pressure and
disappointment when the first attempt is messy. It also breeds shame, as
writers assume their struggle means they lack talent, when in fact every
experienced author revises heavily. Underbudgeting revision time is the quiet
killer of good papers.

HOW TO FIX IT
Plan for at least three passes: a structural draft to get ideas down and
ordered, a revision draft to strengthen argument and evidence, and a

10
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polishing draft for clarity, flow, and proofreading. Build these into your
calendar by working backward from the deadline, and put a buffer day before
it. Let drafts rest overnight so you return with fresh eyes. Treat 'T finished the
first draft' as the halfway point, not the finish line. Normalize the mess; it is
the process working.

Avoid: Before: Tl write it Thursday night and hand it in Friday
morning.'

Better: After: 'Structural draft by Monday, revision by
Wednesday, polish and proofread Thursday, submit
Fridau.'
Quick takeaway: The first draft only has to exist; later drafts
make it good.

Don't write the introduction first and
then never revisit it

THE MISTAKE
You labor over the introduction at the start, promising a roadmap and a
thesis based on what you think the paper will say. Then the argument evolves
as you write, but you never go back. The finished paper opens with promises
it never keeps and previews sections that no longer exist or appear in a
different order.

WHY IT MATTERS

Your understanding of your own argument deepens during drafting, so an
introduction written first almost always misaligns with the paper that
emerges. A mismatched opening confuses readers immediately and signals
carelessness to examiners. The introduction is also the highest-stakes real
estate in the piece; leaving it stale undercuts an otherwise strong paper at the
exact moment first impressions form.

HOW TO FIX IT

Write a rough, working introduction to orient yourself, then plan to rewrite it
last, once you actually know what the paper argues. After finishing the body,
return and align the introduction's thesis, scope, and roadmap with the real
content. Check that every promise made in the opening is delivered in the
body, and that the order matches. Many experienced writers draft the
introduction last on purpose. At minimum, give it a dedicated revision pass
before you submit.

Avoid: The intro promises 'three main causes,' but the body
discusses only two and adds a fourth the intro never
mentions.

11
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Better: The revised intro previews exactly the causes the body
covers, in the same order they appear.

Quick takeaway: Write the introduction first to find your way,
then rewrite it last to guide the reader.

Don't ignore the genre and conventions of
your discipline

THE MISTAKE

You import habits from one field into another: writing a lab report like a
personal essay, or a history paper in the clipped IMRaD style of the sciences.
You cite in a format the field does not use, structure sections in an
unexpected order, or adopt a tone, breezy or florid, that your discipline
considers unprofessional.

WHY IT MATTERS

Every field has tacit rules about structure, evidence, voice, and citation, and
readers use them to judge whether you belong in the conversation. Violating
conventions signals that you have not read enough in the field, which
undermines your credibility before your content is even assessed. Reviewers
and graders read dozens of papers and notice instantly when yours does not
fit the expected mold.

HOW TO FIX IT

Study models in your specific discipline and venue before writing. Read
several published papers or high-scoring exemplars and note their structure,
section headings, typical length, citation style, and how they handle claims
and evidence. Does the field favor passive or active voice? First person or
not? Hedged or assertive claims? Ask your instructor for examples of strong
work, and follow the required style guide (APA, MLA, Chicago, or a journal's)
precisely. Imitate the form so your ideas get a fair hearing.

Avoid: Opening a psychology research report with a poetic
anecdote and no Methods section.

Better: Structuring the report with Introduction, Methods,
Results, and Discussion, in APA style, as the field expects.

Quick takeaway: Learn the rules of your field's game before
you try to win it.

12
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0 Don't treat the word limit as a target to
pad toward

THE MISTAKE

Short of the required count, you inflate: you restate points, add
throat-clearing phrases like 'it is important to note that,' stack synonyms, and
quote at length to fill space. The paper technically hits the limit, but every
padded sentence dilutes your argument and signals to the reader that you ran
out of real things to say.

WHY IT MATTERS

Word limits are ceilings that test whether you can make a focused argument
within constraints, not quotas to fill with filler. Padding wastes the reader's
attention and buries your strong points among weak ones. Graders and
editors are expert at spotting filler, and it actively lowers their estimate of
your work. Conversely, going far under often means your argument is
underdeveloped, which is its own problem.

HOW TO FIX IT

Aim to say something worth the reader's time in every sentence, then trust
the count to follow. If you are short, do not pad: develop the argument with
more evidence, a counterargument, a fresh example, or deeper analysis of
what you already have. If you are over, cut redundancy, hedging, and empty
phrases first. Treat the limit as a budget for substance. Read each paragraph
and ask what the reader gains from it; if the answer is nothing, delete it.

Avoid: Itisimportant to note that, in many ways, this particular
issue is one that can be considered quite significant and

1nnrthir of attontinn

Better: This issue matters because it directly affects patient
survival rates.

Quick takeaway:  Fill the word count with substance, never
with filler.

13



CHAPTER 2

Structure & Organization

Building a paper a reader can navigate without getting lost

TIPS 11-20

A paper can be built on brilliant research and still fail, simply because
the reader cannot find their way through it. Structure is the invisible
architecture that decides whether your ideas land or evaporate. When
organization works, readers barely notice it; they glide from claim to
evidence to conclusion as if the path were obvious. When it fails, they
backtrack, re-read, and quietly lose trust in the author.

The good news is that structure is learnable. It is not a gift reserved for
naturally tidy minds; it is a set of habits applied paragraph by
paragraph and section by section. Most structural problems come from
writing in the order you thought of things rather than the order a reader
needs them.

This chapter walks through ten of the most common organizational
mistakes, from buried main points and overstuffed paragraphs to weak
introductions, repetitive conclusions, and missing signposts. Each tip
gives you a concrete test you can apply to your own draft today. Master
these, and your reader will travel from your first sentence to your last
without ever feeling lost.

) Don't bury your main point at the end of
the paragraph

THE MISTAKE

Many writers treat the paragraph like a detective story, presenting evidence

first and saving the conclusion for the final sentence. The reader wades

14
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through three or four supporting details with no idea where they are heading,
only learning the point once the paragraph is nearly over.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers process new information against an expectation. Without the main
point up front, they cannot judge whether each detail is relevant, so they hold
everything in suspense and tire quickly. In academic prose, surprise endings
do not reward patience; they punish it. A buried point also makes skimming
impossible.

HOW TO FIX IT

Put the claim in the first or second sentence, then spend the rest of the
paragraph supporting it. This is sometimes called the topic-first or point-first
structure. Ask of each paragraph, 'What is the one thing I want the reader to
take away?' and move that sentence to the top. The supporting evidence then
has a clear job: to justify a claim the reader already understands. If your
strongest sentence currently sits at the end, try simply cutting and pasting it
to the beginning and see how much clearer the paragraph becomes.

Avoid: Survey responses were collected from 200 participants,
coded independently by two raters, and analyzed using
regression; the results show that sleep quality strongly

Better: Sleep quality strongly predicts exam performance. To
establish this, we surveyed 200 participants, coded
responses with two independent raters, and analyzed the
data usina rearession.

Quick takeaway: Lead with the point, then prove it; do not

make readers dig for your conclusion.

" Don't cram more than one idea into a
single paragraph

THE MISTAKE

A paragraph starts out discussing methodology, drifts into a comment on
prior literature, then ends with a hint about results. Each sentence is fine on
its own, but together they form a crowded room where no single idea has
space to develop or be remembered.

WHY IT MATTERS

A paragraph is the basic unit of thought in prose. When it carries several
ideas, the reader cannot tell which one matters most, and none receives
enough support to be convincing. Multi-idea paragraphs also break the

reader's rhythm, forcing them to mentally split the text into pieces you
should have separated for them.

15
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HOW TO FIX IT

Adopt the rule of one paragraph, one idea. After drafting, underline the core
claim of each paragraph; if you find two, split it into two paragraphs and give
each its own topic sentence. Watch for transition words like 'meanwhile’, 'on
another note', or 'additionally’ mid-paragraph, which often signal a second
idea trying to break free. A focused paragraph can be three sentences or ten,
but it should answer a single question. When in doubt, separate first and
combine later only if the ideas truly belong together.

Avoid: A paragraph that defines social capital, then critiques
Putnam's measurement, then introduces the study's
}nlnnf‘hacfc n” ‘;YI nNno h]nr‘l'

Better: Three paragraphs: one defining social capital, one
critiquing Putnam's measurement, one stating the
hupothesis.

Quick takeaway: One paragraph, one idea; if two ideas are

fighting for space, give each its own room.

Don't forget topic sentences

THE MISTAKE

The writer opens a paragraph with a piece of evidence, a date, or a quotation,
assuming the reader will infer the paragraph's purpose along the way. The
actual point, if it appears at all, surfaces somewhere in the middle, leaving
the opening to do no orienting work.

WHY IT MATTERS

The topic sentence is a promise about what the paragraph will deliver.
Without it, readers cannot predict the paragraph's role in your argument or
decide how closely to read. Strong topic sentences also let a busy reader grasp
your whole argument just by reading the first line of each paragraph, which is
exactly what reviewers often do.

HOWTO FIX IT

Begin most paragraphs with a sentence that states the claim and connects it
to the larger argument. A good topic sentence is not merely a label ('Now I
will discuss costs') but an assertion ("The hidden costs of adoption outweigh
the savings'). Test your draft by reading only the first sentence of every
paragraph in sequence; if those sentences alone tell a coherent story, your
topic sentences are doing their job. If they read like a list of subjects rather
than a chain of claims, rewrite them to advance the argument.

I Avoid: In 1998, the company relocated its headquarters to Berlin.

16
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Better: The 1998 relocation to Berlin marked the company's
strategic pivot toward European markets.

Quick takeaway: Open each paragraph with a claim, not a
clue; the first line should announce the point.

X Don't let your sections fall into an illogical
order

THE MISTAKE
Sections appear in the order the author happened to write them: results
before methods are fully explained, a theoretical framework introduced only
after it has already been used, or a limitations paragraph wedged awkwardly
between two findings. The sequence reflects the writing process, not the
reader's needs.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers build understanding cumulatively, where each section depends on
what came before. An illogical order forces them to hold unexplained
concepts in mind or flip back to find missing context. Even excellent content
feels confusing when it arrives out of sequence, and reviewers may interpret
disorder as muddled thinking.

HOW TO FIX IT

Outline your sections as a sequence of dependencies and ask, 'What does the
reader need to know before this section makes sense?' Standard structures
exist for a reason: introduction, background, methods, results, discussion. If
you depart from convention, do so deliberately and signal why. Read your
section headings in order, ignoring the body text; the headings alone should
trace a logical progression. If a section relies on a concept introduced later,
move the concept earlier or move the section back.

Avoid: Results section presents effect sizes before the methods
section has defined how the variables were measured.

Better: Methods defines and operationalizes each variable first;
results then reports effect sizes the reader can interpret.

Quick takeaway:  Order sections by what the reader needs
next, not by what you wrote first.

17
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. Don't write an introduction that fails to
preview the structure

THE MISTAKE

The introduction sets up the problem and states the thesis but then stops,
dropping the reader into the body with no map of what is coming. The reader
has no idea how many parts the argument has, what order they will appear
in, or how the pieces connect.

WHY IT MATTERS

A structural preview lowers the reader's cognitive load by telling them what
to expect. It frames each upcoming section so that when they arrive, they
recognize it as part of a plan rather than a surprise. Without this roadmap,
readers cannot tell whether a tangent is essential or whether they have
missed something important.

HOW TO FIX IT

End your introduction with a brief roadmap of the paper's structure, typically
two to four sentences. State what each main section will do, in order: 'Section
2 reviews the relevant theory, Section 3 describes our method, and Section 4
presents the findings."' Keep it concise and accurate, and make sure the actual
sections match what you promised. This preview does double duty: it guides
the reader and forces you to confirm that your own structure is coherent
before they ever notice a gap.

Avoid: An introduction that ends with the thesis statement and
Jjumps straight into the first body section.

Better: An introduction that ends with a short roadmap outlining
each section's purpose and sequence.

Quick takeaway: Close your introduction with a roadmap so
readers know the route before they travel it.

G Don't write a conclusion that merely
repeats the introduction

THE MISTAKE

The conclusion restates the thesis and summarizes the same points in nearly
the same words used at the start. It feels like a copy-paste of the introduction
with the verbs changed, offering the reader nothing they did not already have
before reading the body.

WHY IT MATTERS
A conclusion is the reader's last impression and the place where meaning
consolidates. If it only repeats, it wastes the one moment when you can show

18
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what the journey added up to. Readers finish feeling that the paper went in a
circle rather than arriving somewhere, and the contribution feels smaller
than it is.

HOW TO FIX IT

Use the conclusion to synthesize rather than summarize. Show how the
pieces fit together, state what the findings now allow you to claim that you
could not claim at the outset, and point to implications or open questions. A
useful test: your conclusion should contain at least one sentence that could
not have appeared in your introduction because it depends on the argument
you just made. Briefly recap if helpful, but spend most of the space on the 'so
what' that only the completed paper can deliver.

Avoid: In conclusion, as stated at the outset, sleep quality predicts
exam performance, which was the aim of this study.

Better: Because sleep quality predicts performance even after
controlling for study hours, universities should treat rest as
an academic resource, not a personal indulgence.

Quick takeaway: End by synthesizing what the paper earned,
not by echoing where it began.

. Don't use headings as a substitute for real
transitions

THE MISTAKE

The writer relies on headings to do all the connective work, jumping from
one section to the next with no bridging sentence. Each section begins cold,
as though it were a standalone document, and the heading alone is expected
to explain why this part follows the last.

WHY IT MATTERS

Headings signal a topic, but they do not explain relationships. A reader who
follows the prose closely still needs to understand how a new section
answers, extends, or complicates the previous one. Without transitions, the
paper reads like a series of disconnected modules, and the underlying logic of
your argument stays hidden.

HOW TO FIX IT

Treat headings as helpful labels, not as substitutes for connective prose. At
the start of each new section, add a sentence or two that links back to what
came before and forward to what this section will do: 'Having established
that the policy reduced costs, we now ask whether it also affected quality.'
The text should read coherently even if every heading were deleted. Headings
then become a bonus for skimmers rather than the only thread holding your

19
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argument together.

Avoid: A new section titled 'Results' that opens directly with
"Table 1 shows the regression coefficients.'

model, we now turn to its estimates, beginning with the
main effect in Table 1.
Quick takeaway: Headings label the road; transitions are the

I Better: The Results section opens with 'Having described the
I pavement that lets readers walk it.

@ Don't neglect signposting language

THE MISTAKE

The argument moves forward, but nothing tells the reader where they are
within it. There are no cues like 'first', 'in contrast', 'consequently’, or 'a more
important objection is', so every sentence arrives with equal weight and the
reader cannot tell which steps are major and which are minor.

WHY IT MATTERS

Signposts tell readers how to interpret each move: whether you are adding,
contrasting, qualifying, or concluding. They reveal the logical relationships
between sentences that would otherwise stay implicit. Well-placed
signposting is the difference between a reader who follows your reasoning
effortlessly and one who must reconstruct it from scratch.

HOWTO FIX IT

Add signposting words and phrases that mark the function of each step in
your argument. Use sequence markers ('first', mext', 'finally'), contrast
markers ("however', by contrast'), cause markers (‘therefore', 'as a result'),
and emphasis markers ('crucially’, 'more importantly'). Place them at the
start of sentences where they guide reading from the outset. Be careful not to
overdo it; a signpost on every sentence becomes noise. Aim to mark the
genuine turns in your argument, especially shifts in direction and moments
of emphasis.

Avoid: The first method is cheap. The second method is accurate.
We chose the second method.

Better: The first method is cheap; however, the second is far more
accurate, so we chose it despite the higher cost.

Quick takeaway: Use signposts to show readers how each idea
relates to the last, not just that it follows.
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X Don't make paragraphs that are far too
? long or far too short

THE MISTAKE

Some paragraphs sprawl across an entire page, packing in evidence until the
reader loses the thread; others are single sentences that fragment the
argument into choppy, underdeveloped bursts. The visual rhythm of the page
swings between dense walls of text and scattered fragments.

WHY IT MATTERS

Paragraph length is a visual and cognitive signal. Overlong paragraphs
exhaust working memory and hide the structure of the point; one-sentence
paragraphs suggest an idea was not developed or supported. Readers use
paragraph breaks to pace themselves, and erratic lengths make the paper feel
either suffocating or disjointed before a single word is read.

HOW TO FIX IT

Aim for paragraphs that develop one idea fully, usually three to eight
sentences in academic prose, while allowing deliberate variation for rhythm.
If a paragraph runs beyond half a page, look for a natural seam where a
second idea begins and split it. If you have several one-sentence paragraphs
in a row, ask whether they are underdeveloped claims that need evidence or
whether they belong together. Length should follow the idea, not the other
way around, but use the page's appearance as an early warning that
something is off.

Avoid: A single 300-word paragraph covering definition, three
examples, a counterargument, and a conclusion.

counterargument, and conclusion, each three to six
sentences lona.
I Quick takeaway: Size paragraphs to fit one fully developed

I Better: Four focused paragraphs: definition, examples,

idea, and let the page's rhythm warn you of
. extremes.

a Don't skip the reverse-outline check

THE MISTAKE

The writer finishes a draft and proofreads for typos and grammar but never
steps back to examine the structure as a whole. Organizational problems, like
repeated points, missing links, or sections in the wrong order, survive
untouched because no one ever audited the skeleton beneath the prose.

WHY IT MATTERS

It is almost impossible to see structural flaws while reading line by line,
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because sentence-level attention hides the shape of the whole. A reverse
outline exposes the architecture you actually built, as opposed to the one you
intended, revealing gaps, redundancies, and illogical jumps that a normal
read-through glosses over.

HOWTO FIX IT

After drafting, create a reverse outline: read each paragraph and write a
single short phrase capturing its main point in the margin or a separate list.
Then read only that list of phrases. Does it tell a coherent, non-repetitive
story in a sensible order? Are there points that appear twice, or transitions
that skip a step? Reorder, merge, or cut at the outline level first, where
moving an idea costs one line rather than a page. This single habit catches
more structural problems than any other revision technique.

Avoid: Submitting a draft after only checking spelling and
grammar, with no review of overall organization.

Better: Building a one-line-per-paragraph reverse outline,
reading it as a list, and fixing structural gaps before final

edits.
Quick takeaway: Reverse-outline your draft to see the
structure you actually wrote, then fix it before
polishing.
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CHAPTER 3

Cohesion, Flow &
Transitions

Making sentences and paragraphs connect so ideas move
smoothly

TIPS 21-30

Strong academic writing is not just a collection of true statements. It is a
guided journey in which each sentence prepares the reader for the next,
and each paragraph hands its conclusion to the one that follows. When
that connective tissue is missing, readers feel the strain even if they
cannot name the problem. They reread, they backtrack, they lose the
thread, and eventually they lose patience. Cohesion is what makes the
difference between prose that merely contains your ideas and prose that
actually transmits them.

This chapter is about the joints of your writing: the connectives, the
information order, the pronouns, and the rhythm that hold everything
together. Most cohesion failures are invisible to the writer because the
logic is already complete in your own head. The reader, however, only
has the words on the page. Your job is to make the relationships
between ideas explicit and effortless to follow.

The ten tips that follow address the most common ways flow breaks
down, from missing logical connectives to vague pronouns and
monotonous sentence rhythm. Master them, and your arguments will
feel inevitable rather than effortful.
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oy Don't string sentences together without
logical connectives

THE MISTAKE

Many writers place factually correct sentences side by side and assume the
relationship between them is obvious. The reader is left to guess: Is this a
cause, a contrast, an example, or simply the next item? When the logical link
is missing, even accurate prose reads as a disconnected list rather than a
developing argument.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers do not absorb meaning from facts alone; they absorb it from the
relationships between facts. A connective such as because, therefore, or
although tells the reader how to file each new sentence against the previous
one. Without that signal, the reader must reconstruct your reasoning, and
they will frequently reconstruct it wrong, weakening your argument.

HOW TO FIX IT

After drafting, read each pair of adjacent sentences and ask what relationship
connects them: cause, contrast, addition, sequence, or example. Then make
that relationship explicit with a connective or a restructured sentence. You do
not need a heavy transition word every time; sometimes a subordinate clause
does the work more gracefully. The goal is that a reader never has to pause
and ask how one idea relates to the one before it. Aim for connections that
feel logical, not decorative.

Avoid: The intervention reduced anxiety scores. The control
group showed no change. The sample size was small.

Better: The intervention reduced anxiety scores, whereas the
control group showed no change; however, these results
should be read cautiously because the sample size was
small.

Quick takeaway: Show the reader how each sentence relates to

the last, or they will guess and guess wrong.

Don't overuse "however," "moreover,"
and "furthermore"

THE MISTAKE

Having learned that connectives aid flow, many writers swing to the opposite
extreme and open nearly every sentence with however, moreover, or
furthermore. The transitions pile up until they feel mechanical, and the prose
takes on a stiff, list-like cadence that signals effort rather than thought.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Overused transitions lose their meaning. When every sentence begins with
moreover, the word stops signaling genuine addition and becomes
background noise. Worse, heavy reliance on these formal connectives often
masks a deeper problem: the underlying ideas are not actually well ordered,
so the writer props them up with conspicuous linking words.

HOW TO FIX IT

Reserve formal connectives for moments when the logical turn is genuinely
important, and vary how you build connections. Often you can show contrast
or addition through sentence structure, word choice, or simply good
information ordering rather than a labeled transition. Try deleting every
however and furthermore in a draft, then restoring only those the argument
truly needs. You will usually find that strong content order carries most of
the flow on its own, leaving the connectives to mark real pivots.

Avoid: The model performed well. However, it overfit. Moreover,
training was slow. Furthermore, costs rose.

Better: The model performed well but overfit the training data.
Training was also slow, which drove up costs.

Quick takeaway: Use transition words to mark real turns in
your argument, not to decorate every
entenc

Don't violate the given-to-new

information flow

THE MISTAKE

A sentence reads smoothly when it opens with information the reader already
knows and ends with the new information you want to add. Writers often
reverse this, leading with a brand-new idea while burying the familiar
reference at the end. The sentence is grammatical, but it feels like starting a
story in the middle.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers process new material best when it is anchored to something they
already hold in mind. Beginning a sentence with the known idea creates
continuity from the previous sentence; ending with the new idea gives it
natural emphasis. Reversing the order forces readers to hold an unexplained
concept in suspense until the Ilink finally arrives, which slows
comprehension.

HOW TO FIX IT
Structure each sentence so its opening echoes a word or idea from the
sentence before, and place the freshest, most important information at the
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end. This given-then-new pattern threads sentences together automatically.
When a paragraph feels choppy, check the first few words of each sentence: if
they introduce something with no link to what came before, rearrange so the
familiar element leads. The end of the sentence is prime real estate; save it
for what you want remembered.

Avoid: A sharp rise in coastal flooding follows from this
warming. Glacial melt accelerates as temperatures climb.

Better: Astemperatures climb, glacial melt accelerates. This melt,
in turn, drives a sharp rise in coastal flooding.

Quick takeaway: Begin sentences with the familiar and end
with the new; that order is what makes prose

Don't swifthgfi topics mid-paragraph
without a bridge

THE MISTAKE

A paragraph opens by discussing one idea, then halfway through pivots to a
related but distinct point with no warning. The two halves may both belong
in the section, but jammed into a single paragraph without a transition, they
collide. The reader feels the seam and wonders whether they missed
something.

WHY IT MATTERS

A paragraph is a unit of thought, and readers expect it to develop a single
controlling idea. When you change topics without a bridge, you break the
implied promise of the topic sentence and force the reader to reorient
mid-stream. Even closely related shifts need a signal, or the paragraph reads
as two fragments awkwardly fused together.

HOWTO FIXIT

Give each paragraph one job, expressed in its topic sentence, and keep every
sentence accountable to it. When a genuinely new idea arrives, start a new
paragraph or write an explicit bridge sentence that links the old idea to the
new one. A good bridge names what just ended and points to what comes
next, so the transition feels guided rather than abrupt. If you cannot write
that bridge smoothly, that is usually a sign the two ideas belong in separate
paragraphs.

Avoid: The survey measured job satisfaction across departments.
Notably, the company's quarterly profits also rose that
year-.
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Better: The survey measured job satisfaction across departments.
These satisfaction gains matter commercially, and the next
section links them to the company's quarterly profits.

Quick takeaway:  One paragraph, one idea; when the idea
changes, build a bridge or break the

, paragraph.
o5 Don't rely on pronouns with unclear
antecedents
THE MISTAKE

Writers reach for it, they, this, or which to avoid repetition, but place the
pronoun where two or more nouns could be its referent. The reader has to
stop and decide which noun is meant, and an honest reader often cannot tell.
The sentence then carries an ambiguity the writer never noticed.

WHY IT MATTERS

A pronoun is a promise that its referent is obvious. When that referent is
genuinely uncertain, the reader either guesses or rereads, and in technical
writing a wrong guess can invert your meaning. Ambiguous pronouns are
especially dangerous in sentences with multiple candidate nouns, where the
cost of misreading is high and the writer's intent is invisible.

HOW TO FIX IT

After drafting, hunt for every it, this, that, they, and which, and confirm each
points to exactly one noun without any ambiguity. When two candidates
compete, repeat the noun or rephrase the sentence even at the cost of an
extra word; clarity beats elegance. A useful test: read the sentence aloud and
replace the pronoun with the noun you intend. If the replacement feels
surprising or wrong, the antecedent was unclear and the reader would have
stumbled.

Avoid: The compiler passes the result to the handler, and then it
logs the error.

Better: The compiler passes the result to the handler, and then the
handler logs the error.

Quick takeaway: Every pronoun must point unmistakably to
one noun, or you must name the noun instead.
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Don't ignore parallel structure in lists and
series

THE MISTAKE

When listing items or actions, writers often let the grammatical forms drift: a
noun, then a verb phrase, then a full clause. The list still conveys the content,
but the mismatched shapes make it feel uneven, and readers sense a
clumsiness they may not be able to pinpoint.

WHY IT MATTERS

Parallel structure uses repeated grammatical form to signal that items belong
to the same category. When the forms match, the reader's eye glides down
the series and grasps the relationship instantly. When they clash, the reader's
attention snags on the irregularity instead of the meaning, and the writing
looks less controlled and less authoritative.

HOW TO FIX IT

Make every item in a series share the same grammatical form: all nouns, all
gerunds, all full clauses, or all parallel verb phrases. This applies to bulleted
lists, paired comparisons, and series joined by and or or. A quick check is to
read the lead-in phrase followed by each item in turn; if any item does not fit
the same slot grammatically, reshape it until it does. Parallelism is one of the
cheapest, most reliable ways to make prose feel polished.

Avoid: The course teaches students to analyze data, writing
reports, and how presentations are delivered.

Better: The course teaches students to analyze data, write
reports, and deliver presentations.

Quick takeaway: Give items in a series the same grammatical
shape so their relationship reads at a glance.

Don't begin too many sentences the same
way

THE MISTAKE

Whole paragraphs sometimes march forward with every sentence opening on
the same word or structure: The study, The study, The results, The results.
Each sentence may be sound, but the repeated opening creates a droning
rhythm that signals inattention and dulls the reader's engagement.

WHY IT MATTERS

Sentence openings shape the rhythm and emphasis of a paragraph. When
they are all identical, the prose becomes monotonous and the reader's
attention drifts. Varied openings, by contrast, let you foreground different
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elements, such as a time, a condition, or a contrast, which keeps the reader
alert and helps you control where the emphasis falls.

HOW TO FIX IT

Scan the first word or two of each sentence in a paragraph; if a pattern
repeats more than twice, vary it. You can open with a subordinate clause, an
introductory phrase, a transition, or the subject itself, choosing whichever
best fits the logic. The aim is not artificial variety for its own sake but a
natural mix that matches your meaning. Be especially watchful in results and
methods sections, where repetitive subject-first sentences accumulate fastest.

Avoid: The model was trained on the dataset. The model achieved
high accuracy. The model was then deployed.

accuracy. Once validated, it was deployed to production.

Quick takeaway: Vary how your sentences begin so the

I Better: The model was trained on the dataset and achieved high
I paragraph keeps a living rhythm instead of a

drope.
Don't lose the thread that links each
paragraph to your thesis

THE MISTAKE

In a long document, individual paragraphs can be locally coherent yet drift
away from the central argument. Each one makes sense on its own, but the
reader gradually loses sight of why it is here and how it advances the thesis.
The piece becomes a sequence of competent detours.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers judge an argument by whether its parts add up to its claim. When a
paragraph never reconnects to the thesis, it reads as filler, and accumulated
drift makes even a well-researched piece feel aimless. Maintaining the thread
is what turns a collection of paragraphs into a single, purposeful argument
that the reader can follow from start to finish.

HOW TO FIX IT

For every paragraph, be able to finish the sentence This is here because it
shows the reader that... in a way that ties back to your thesis. If you cannot,
the paragraph needs either a clearer link or deletion. Periodically restate the
through-line, especially at section boundaries, so readers are reminded
where they are in the larger argument. Reverse-outlining a draft, by writing
one line per paragraph and checking the sequence against your thesis,
exposes drift quickly.
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Avoid: The paragraph offers a rich history of the method but
never connects that history to the paper's central claim.

Better: The paragraph traces the method's history and closes by
noting how that lineage supports the paper's central claim
about reliabilitu.

Quick takeaway:  Every paragraph should visibly earn its

place by advancing your central argument.

Don't use "this" as a vague standalone
subject

THE MISTAKE

Writers frequently start a sentence with This or These as a bare subject,
pointing back to the whole murky idea of the previous sentence. This raises
the question of what exactly is being referred to, because the word can grab a
noun, an action, an entire argument, or none of them clearly.

WHY IT MATTERS

A standalone this asks the reader to summarize your previous sentence for
you, and different readers will summarize differently. The reference feels
intuitive to the writer, who knows the intended meaning, but to the reader it
is genuinely ambiguous. This ambiguity is one of the most common sources
of fuzzy, hard-to-follow academic prose.

HOWTO FIXIT

Whenever a sentence opens with this or these, follow the word with a noun
that names precisely what you are referring to: this finding, this limitation,
this discrepancy, these constraints. The added noun forces you to specify the
referent and instantly sharpens the sentence. If you cannot find the right
noun, that difficulty is itself a signal that your own idea is still vague and
needs clarifying before the sentence can. Treat a naked this as an editing flag.

Avoid: Participants reported lower fatigue and faster recovery.
This suggests the protocol works.

Better: Participants reported lower fatigue and faster recovery.
This combination of outcomes suggests the protocol works.

Quick takeaway: Never let "this" stand alone; pair it with a
noun that names exactly what you mean.
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Don't let your sentence lengths become
monotonous

THE MISTAKE

Some drafts consist entirely of long, multi-clause sentences; others of short,
clipped ones. Either way, the uniform length flattens the prose. The reader
receives no variation in pace, and even strong content begins to feel either
exhausting or choppy depending on which extreme dominates.

WHY IT MATTERS

Sentence length controls the rhythm and emphasis of writing. A run of long
sentences buries key points in a steady hum, while a run of short ones reads
as a staccato list with no sense of which idea matters most. Skilled writers
vary length deliberately, using a short sentence to land a crucial point after
several longer ones that build context.

HOW TO FIX IT

Read a paragraph aloud and listen to its pace. If every sentence runs long,
break one into two and let a short sentence deliver the key claim. If every
sentence is short, combine a few with connectives to restore flow and show
relationships. The most emphatic moments often work best as the shortest
sentences, set against longer neighbors. You are aiming for a natural rise and
fall that guides attention, not a uniform meter that lulls it to sleep.

Avoid: The results were significant. The effect was large. The
implications are clear. The field should respond.

Better: The results were significant, and the effect was large, with
implications that the field can no longer ignore. It must
respond.

Quick takeaway: Vary sentence length so rhythm itself signals
which ideas matter most.
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CHAPTER 4

Clarity & Concision

Cutting the clutter so every word earns its place

TIPS 31-40

Academic writing has a reputation for being dense, and much of that
density is accidental. It creeps in through padded phrases, buried verbs,
stacked qualifiers, and sentences that wind on long after the point has
been made. Readers do not reward this effort with admiration; they
reward it with confusion, rereading, and eventually impatience. Your
reviewers are busy, and clutter makes their job harder than it needs to
be.

Clarity is not the enemy of rigor. A precise idea deserves precise
language, and precise language is almost always lean. When you cut a
redundant word, sharpen a vague quantifier, or rescue a verb from a
noun, you are not dumbing down your work. You are letting the
substance show through. The goal is not short writing for its own sake;
it is writing where every word carries weight.

This chapter walks through ten habits that quietly inflate prose and
bury meaning. Each one is easy to spot once you know the pattern, and
each fix makes your sentences faster to read and harder to
misunderstand. Learn to see the clutter, and you will write with the
confident economy that marks a mature scholar.
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Don't use ten words where five will do

THE MISTAKE

Writers inflate sentences with filler phrases that add length but no meaning.
Constructions like "due to the fact that," "in order to," "it is important to note
that," and "a majority of" stretch a simple thought across far more words

than it needs, leaving readers to wade through padding to reach the point.

WHY IT MATTERS

Padding slows reading and dilutes emphasis. When every sentence carries
extra weight, the genuinely important words lose their force, and reviewers
grow tired before they reach your contribution. Concise prose signals
confidence and respect for the reader's time, while wordiness suggests you
are unsure of what you actually want to say.

HOWTO FIXIT

Hunt for stock phrases and replace them with single words. "Due to the fact
that" becomes "because," "in order to" becomes "to," "a majority of" becomes
"most," and "at this point in time" becomes "now." Read each sentence and
ask whether you could delete a phrase without losing meaning; if so, delete it.
Cut throat-clearing openers like "it is important to note that" and let the
point stand on its own. After a full draft, try trimming each paragraph by a

quarter and see how little you actually miss.

nn

Avoid: Due to the fact that the sample size was small, it is
important to note that the results should be interpreted

1mth a doaroo nf ranitinn
Better: Because the sample was small, the results should be
interpreted with caution.

Quick takeaway: If a phrase can be cut without losing
meaning, cut it.

a0 Don't hide your verbs inside
nominalizations

THE MISTAKE

Writers turn strong verbs into abstract nouns and then prop them up with a
weak verb. "We analyzed" becomes "we conducted an analysis of," and "this
affects" becomes "this has an effect on." The action disappears into a noun,
and the sentence grows longer and limper as a result.

WHY IT MATTERS

Verbs carry energy; nouns sit still. When you bury the action in a
nominalization, the reader has to reassemble the sentence to find out who
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did what. These constructions also invite extra prepositions and articles,
padding the sentence while draining its momentum. Prose built on live verbs
is shorter, clearer, and far easier to follow.

HOW TO FIX IT

Scan for nouns ending in -tion, -ment, -ance, -ity, and -sis, especially after
weak verbs like make, conduct, perform, provide, and carry out. When you
find one, ask what action it hides and restore the verb. "Make a decision"
becomes "decide," "provide an explanation" becomes "explain," "reach a
conclusion" becomes "conclude.” Put a real subject in front of that verb so the
reader sees the actor and the action together. Your sentences will lose words
and gain force.

"non

Avoid: The committee made a recommendation for the
implementation of new procedures.

I Better: The committee recommended implementing new
procedures.
Quick takeaway: Free the verb trapped inside the noun and
the sentence comes alive.

Don't default to the passive voice

THE MISTAKE

Writers reach for the passive voice out of habit, producing sentences where
the action has no clear actor. "It was observed that," "mistakes were made,"
and "the data were analyzed" hide who did the work and force the reader to
guess. The passive becomes a reflex rather than a deliberate choice.

WHY IT MATTERS

Passive constructions are usually longer, often vaguer, and frequently dodge
responsibility. They bury the agent, add helping verbs, and slow the sentence
down. Readers process active sentences faster because the natural order of
actor, action, and object matches how we think. Overusing the passive makes
a whole paper feel evasive and tired.

HOW TO FIXIT

Identify the actor and put it in front of the verb. "It was decided by the team"
becomes "the team decided." Reserve the passive for the few cases where it
truly helps: when the actor is unknown, irrelevant, or genuinely less
important than the action, or when you want to keep a consistent subject
across sentences. In methods sections a measured amount of passive is fine,
but make it a choice, not a default. When in doubt, name the doer.
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Avoid: It was found by the researchers that the treatment was
tolerated well by most participants.

treatment well.

I Better: The researchers found that most participants tolerated the
I Quick takeaway: Name the actor and let the verb do the work.

Don't pile up prepositional phrases

THE MISTAKE

Writers chain prepositional phrases until the sentence becomes a relay of
"of," "in," "for," and "with." A phrase like "the analysis of the impact of the
reduction in funding on the performance of students" forces the reader to
hold a long string of connections in mind before the meaning resolves.

WHY IT MATTERS

Each prepositional phrase adds a small cognitive cost, and stacked together
they pile up fast. The reader has to track which noun connects to which, and
the sentence's real subject and verb drift further apart. These chains also
tend to hide nominalizations, so they often signal deeper wordiness that a
quick rewrite can clear away.

HOWTO FIXIT

Break the chain by converting some nouns back into verbs or by using
possessives and adjectives. "The impact of the reduction in funding" can
become "how funding cuts affected." Aim for no more than two or three
prepositional phrases in a row. If you find a long string, ask what the
sentence is really about, name that as the subject, and rebuild around an
active verb. Often a single well-chosen word replaces an entire "of the"
phrase.

Avoid: We examined the effect of the introduction of the policy on
the level of satisfaction of the members of the department.

Better: We examined how the new policy affected department
members' satisfaction.

Quick takeaway: Three prepositional phrases in a row is a
signal to rewrite.
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Don't lean on vague quantifiers like
35 "Ve "o 1 " d " 1"
ry," "alot," and "severa

THE MISTAKE

Writers reach for fuzzy intensifiers and quantities when precision feels like
too much effort. "Very significant," "a lot of variation," "several studies," and
"a large number of participants" sound substantial but tell the reader almost
nothing about scale, strength, or amount.

non

WHY IT MATTERS

Academic readers want specifics. A vague quantifier asks them to imagine a
number you could simply provide, and it weakens claims that real data would
strengthen. "Very" in particular adds emphasis without content; "very
unique" or "very significant" rarely means more than the plain word.
Imprecise language reads as imprecise thinking, which is the last impression
you want in a research paper.

HOW TO FIX IT

Replace vague quantifiers with actual figures or specific descriptors
whenever you can. "Several studies” becomes "four studies" or "three recent
trials." "A lot of variation" becomes "a standard deviation of 12 points."
Delete "very" and choose a stronger adjective instead: "very important”
becomes "essential," "very big" becomes "substantial."” When you genuinely
cannot quantify, at least bound the claim with a defensible range rather than
a hand-wave.

Avoid: A lot of participants showed very significant improvement
after several sessions.

sessions.

Quick takeaway: Trade vague quantities for real numbers and

I Better: Of the 84 participants, 61 improved markedly after four
I stronger words for weak ones.

Don't separate the subject from its verb

36 . . .
with long interruptions

THE MISTAKE

Writers drop a long clause, list, or parenthetical between the subject and its
verb, leaving the reader holding the subject in suspense. "The results, which
were collected over three years across six sites and analyzed using mixed
methods, suggest..." makes the reader wait far too long to learn what the
results actually do.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Readers expect the verb to arrive soon after the subject. When a long
interruption intervenes, working memory strains to keep the subject active
until the verb finally lands. By the time it arrives, the reader may have lost
the thread and need to start the sentence over. The information in the
interruption is often useful, but its placement sabotages comprehension.

HOW TO FIX IT

Keep subject and verb close together. Move the interrupting material to the
beginning of the sentence, to the end, or into its own sentence. "The results,
which were collected over three years, suggest X" can become "Collected over
three years, the results suggest X," or "We collected the results over three
years. They suggest X." If a parenthetical is short, it may stay; if it runs longer
than a few words, relocate it so the verb follows the subject promptly.

Avoid: The hypothesis, after we accounted for age, gender,
income, and prior exposure across all four cohorts, held.

Better: After we accounted for age, gender, income, and prior
exposure across all four cohorts, the hypothesis held.

Quick takeaway: Let the verb follow the subject closely; move
long interruptions aside.

Don't write sentences too long to follow in
M onebreath

THE MISTAKE

Writers cram several ideas into a single sentence, joining clause after clause
with commas, semicolons, and conjunctions until the reader loses track of
where one thought ends and the next begins. The sentence technically parses,
but no one can hold all of it in mind at once.

WHY IT MATTERS

Comprehension drops sharply as sentences grow. A reader can absorb one
clear idea per sentence with ease, but when three or four pile up, the
connections blur and the main point gets lost among the subordinate ones.
Overlong sentences also tend to hide logical gaps, because the sheer length
disguises whether the parts actually fit together.

HOW TO FIX IT

When a sentence runs past roughly 25 to 30 words, check whether it holds
more than one main idea. If it does, split it. Use a period where you were
tempted to use yet another "and" or "which." Aim for variety: a mix of short
and medium sentences reads better than a uniform string of long ones, and
an occasional short sentence lands a point with real impact. Read your work

37



100 TIPS TO AVOID MISTAKES IN ACADEMIC WRITING
aloud, and break wherever you run out of breath.

Avoid: The survey was distributed to 500 households, and the
response rate was 62 percent, which exceeded our
expectations, although it varied by region, with urban
areas responding more than rural ones, possibly because of
1ntornot nrroce

Better: The survey reached 500 households, and the 62 percent
response rate exceeded our expectations. Response varied
by region: urban areas responded more than rural ones,
possibly because of better internet access.

Quick takeaway: One main idea per sentence keeps readers
with you.

Don't use redundant pairs like "each and

38 "
every

THE MISTAKE

Writers double up words that mean the same thing, producing phrases like
"each and every," "first and foremost," "basic fundamentals," "end result,"
"future plans,”" and "completely eliminate." The second word merely echoes
the first, adding length without adding meaning.

WHY IT MATTERS

Redundant pairs are pure padding, and trained readers notice them. They
suggest the writer is reaching for emphasis through repetition rather than
precision. Worse, some redundancies are also logical errors: a result is
always an end, plans are always about the future, and to eliminate something
is already to do it completely. The clutter undermines the polish you are
trying to project.

HOWTO FIXIT

Learn the common offenders and cut one half of each pair. "Each and every"
becomes "every," "basic fundamentals" becomes "fundamentals," "end
result” becomes "result," "completely eliminate" becomes "eliminate,” "past
history" becomes "history." Watch for adjectives that restate the noun, such
as "unexpected surprise" or "final outcome." When you spot two words doing
one word's job, keep the stronger one and delete the rest. The meaning stays
intact and the sentence reads cleaner.

"non

Avoid: First and foremost, each and every participant received
the exact same set of basic fundamental instructions.
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Better: First, every participant received the same fundamental
instructions.
Quick takeaway: When two words do one word's job, keep
one.

Don't stack hedges until your claim
? disappears

THE MISTAKE

Writers fearful of overstating their findings layer qualifier upon qualifier:
"these results may possibly suggest that there could perhaps be a tendency
toward..." By the end, so many hedges have piled up that the reader cannot
tell whether the writer is claiming anything at all.

WHY IT MATTERS

Appropriate hedging is a virtue in academic writing; it marks the limits of
your evidence honestly. But stacked hedges cancel each other out and signal
a lack of confidence in your own work. If you genuinely found something, say
so within the bounds of your data. A claim smothered in qualifiers gives
reviewers nothing to engage with and makes your contribution sound weaker
than it is.

HOW TO FIX IT

Use one hedge, not three. Choose a single qualifier that accurately reflects
your confidence, such as "suggests," "may," or "is consistent with," and delete
the rest. "May possibly indicate a potential” collapses to "may indicate." State
the claim plainly first, then add a single boundary if needed: "X improves Y,
although the effect was modest." Reserve heavy hedging for results that truly
warrant it, and let your strong findings stand with appropriate confidence.

Avoid: It might perhaps be possible that the intervention may
have had some kind of slight positive effect in certain cases.

I Better: The intervention may have had a small positive effect.

Quick takeaway: One honest hedge beats a pile of them that
cancel out.

Don't assume long, fancy words make you
sound smarter

THE MISTAKE
Writers swap plain words for ornate ones in the belief that complexity reads
as intelligence. "Use" becomes "utilize," "show" becomes "demonstrate,"
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"about" becomes "approximately" everywhere, and "help" becomes
"facilitate." The vocabulary swells while the meaning stays the same or grows
fuzzier.

WHY IT MATTERS

Studies of readability consistently find that needlessly complex language
lowers, not raises, how competent readers judge the author. Inflated words
slow comprehension, and when they are used imprecisely, they introduce
error. "Utilize" is not a fancier "use"; it carries a narrower sense. Reaching for
the longer word often means reaching for the wrong one, and readers see
through the effort to impress.

HOWTO FIXIT

Prefer the plainest word that says exactly what you mean. "Utilize" becomes
"use" unless you specifically mean putting something to a new purpose.
"Demonstrate” becomes "show," "facilitate" becomes "help" or "ease,"
"endeavor" becomes "try," "commence" becomes "begin." Save technical
terms for the precise concepts only they capture, and define them once.
Clear, direct vocabulary lets your ideas, not your thesaurus, do the
impressing. Read a sentence aloud; if you would never say it that way,
simplify it.

Avoid: We endeavored to utilize a methodology that would
facilitate the elucidation of the underlying phenomena.

Better: We tried to use a method that would help explain what
was happening.

Quick takeaway: The plainest accurate word almost always
wins.
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CHAPTER 5

Academic Style, Voice &
Tone

Sounding scholarly without sounding stiff, vague, or
pompous

TIPS 41-50

Academic writing has a reputation problem. Many students believe that
sounding scholarly means sounding complicated, distant, or
self-important. So they reach for inflated vocabulary, bury their ideas in
passive constructions, and strip away every trace of personality until the
prose reads like a legal disclaimer. The result is writing that is
technically formal but genuinely unpleasant to read.

The truth is that the best academic prose is clear, measured, and
confident without being cold. It conveys authority through precision
and evidence, not through jargon or grand pronouncements. A reader
should sense a thoughtful person behind the words, even within the
conventions of a formal register.

This chapter tackles the subtle decisions that shape voice and tone:
when to use the first person, how to stay objective without sounding
robotic, and how to avoid the twin traps of stiffness and slang. None of
these tips ask you to suppress your thinking. They ask you to present it
in a way that earns trust. Master these, and your writing will sound like
a scholar who respects both the subject and the reader.
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) Don't use contractions in formal
academic prose

THE MISTAKE

Writers carry the rhythms of speech and email onto the page, peppering their
essays with contractions like "don't,"” "it's,"” "can't,” and "won't." These
shortcuts feel natural because they dominate everyday communication, but
in a formal essay, dissertation, or journal article they signal a casual register

that clashes with the expectations of academic readers.

WHY IT MATTERS

Contractions belong to an informal, conversational mode. In formal
academic writing they subtly undercut your authority and can read as
careless, as though the work were dashed off rather than carefully composed.
Reviewers and instructors notice the register, and a single "can't" can make
an otherwise rigorous paragraph feel unguarded and less serious.

HOW TO FIX IT

Write the words out in full: "do not," "it is," "cannot," "will not." When you
revise, run a quick search for the apostrophe to catch contractions you wrote
on autopilot. Be aware of nuance, though. Some disciplines and many
reflective or pedagogical genres tolerate a lighter touch, and a few style
guides are relaxing the rule. Check your field's conventions or your
instructor's preferences, but default to expansion in formal work; it is the
safer choice and almost never wrong.

non "o

Avoid: The data doesn't support the hypothesis, and it's clear the
model can't account for the outliers.

Better: The data do not support the hypothesis, and it is clear the
model cannot account for the outliers.

Quick takeaway: Spell contractions out in full; formal prose
earns its authority partly through its register.

Don't slip into casual or colloquial
language

THE MISTAKE

Even writers who avoid contractions often let colloquialisms slip through:
phrases like "a lot of," "kind of," "sort of," "stuff," "a big deal," or "get rid of."
These expressions feel comfortable, but they import the loose imprecision of
casual speech into work that should be exact and measured.

WHY IT MATTERS

Colloquial language is usually vague as well as informal. "A lot of studies”
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tells the reader nothing about quantity, and "kind of important” hedges
without saying how. The register mismatch makes the prose sound
unserious, while the imprecision weakens your actual claims. Academic
readers expect language that is both formal and specific.

HOWTO FIX IT

Swap casual phrases for precise, neutral alternatives: "a lot of" becomes
"numerous" or "a substantial number of," "stuff" becomes the specific noun
you mean, and "get rid of" becomes "eliminate" or "remove." Read your draft
aloud and flag anything you would say to a friend over coffee but not to an
examining committee. The goal is not stuffy vocabulary for its own sake but
language that is exact. When a plain word is also precise, keep it; replace only
the words that are loose or chatty.

Avoid: There's a lot of stuff in the literature that kind of backs up
this idea.

I Better: A substantial body of literature supports this hypothesis.

Quick takeaway: Replace chatty, vague phrasing with precise,
neutral vocabulary that matches a formal

register, o o
4 Don't let emotion or unsupported opinion
drive the tone

THE MISTAKE

Writers who care deeply about their subject sometimes let feeling overtake
evidence, declaring that a policy is "appalling,” a finding "incredible," or a
rival theory "absurd." Emotionally loaded adjectives and indignant asides
may feel persuasive in the moment, but they substitute the writer's reaction
for genuine analysis.

WHY IT MATTERS

Academic argument persuades through reasoning and evidence, not through
the intensity of the author's feelings. Emotive language invites readers to
question your objectivity and gives critics an easy opening: if your case rests
on outrage rather than data, it collapses the moment the reader's emotions
differ from yours. Strong feeling unsupported by evidence reads as bias.

HOW TO FIX IT

State claims in measured terms and let the evidence carry the weight. Instead
of calling a result "shocking," report the magnitude and let readers judge:
"the intervention reduced mortality by forty percent, a larger effect than any
previously reported." Replace value-laden words with descriptive ones, and
when you do evaluate, ground the judgment in criteria and citations. This
does not mean writing without conviction; it means expressing conviction
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through the strength of your reasoning rather than the heat of your
adjectives.

Avoid: It is utterly outrageous that anyone could still defend this
deeply flawed and ridiculous policy.

Better: The policy produces measurable harms in three areas,
which the following evidence documents in detail.

Quick takeaway: Persuade with evidence and reasoning, not
with  emotive adjectives or personal
indignatign.

Don't overuse the first person (or avoid it
dogmatically)

THE MISTAKE

Two opposite errors appear here. Some writers flood the page with "I think,"
"I feel," and "in my opinion," turning analysis into a running commentary on
their own mental states. Others, taught that "I" is forbidden, twist every
sentence into awkward passives and phrases like "this researcher" or "the
present author" to avoid it.

WHY IT MATTERS

Overusing the first person makes claims sound like mere personal
impressions rather than reasoned conclusions, and "I think" often weakens
an assertion you could state outright. But dogmatically banning "I" produces
clumsy, evasive prose and can obscure who did what. Conventions genuinely
vary: many disciplines, journals, and genres now welcome a judicious "I" or

" "

we.

HOW TO FIX IT

Use the first person purposefully, to signal your own contribution, choices, or
stance: "I argue that," "we collected the samples," "I focus on three cases."
Avoid it for claims that should rest on evidence rather than personal belief;
"the data indicate" is stronger than "I think the data show." Check your field's
norms, since the sciences, humanities, and social sciences differ, and some
instructors still prefer the third person. The aim is clarity and appropriate
ownership, not blanket inclusion or blanket avoidance.

Avoid: I feel that I should say that I think this approach is, in my
opinion, probably the best one.

Better: I adopt this approach because it accounts for the
anomalies that competing models leave unexplained.
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Quick takeaway: Use the first person deliberately to mark
your own work and stance, not to hedge every
claim or to ban it outright.

a5 Don't address the reader directly as "you"

THE MISTAKE

Writers often address the reader directly, as in "you can see from the table
that" or "if you consider the evidence, you will agree." This second-person
address comes naturally from instructional writing, blogs, and conversation,
but it assumes things about the reader and breaks the impersonal stance that
academic prose maintains.

WHY IT MATTERS

"You" presumes a particular reader and a particular reaction, which can feel
presumptuous or even alienating when the reader does not, in fact, agree or
see what you claim is obvious. It also slides toward an informal, almost
coaching tone that sits awkwardly in scholarly work. The convention in most
academic writing is to keep the reader at an analytical distance.

HOWTO FIX IT

Recast second-person sentences impersonally or refer to a general agent.
"You can see in Table 2" becomes "Table 2 shows" or "As Table 2 indicates."
"If you compare the two groups" becomes "A comparison of the two groups
reveals." Where you mean people in general rather than the reader
specifically, use "one," "researchers," or a concrete noun. These revisions
usually make sentences crisper as well as more formal, since they put the
focus on the evidence or the subject rather than on an imagined reader.

Avoid: Ifyou look at the graph, you will notice that you can
predict the trend quite easily.

Better: The graph reveals a clear trend that allows the outcome to
be predicted with confidence.

Quick takeaway: Replace direct address to "you" with

impersonal constructions that keep the focus
on the evidence.
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Don't use rhetorical questions in place of
arguments

THE MISTAKE

Writers sometimes pose questions they never intend to answer, expecting the
reader to supply the conclusion: "But is this really the best solution?" or
"How can we ignore such overwhelming evidence?" The rhetorical question
feels punchy and persuasive, a trick borrowed from speeches and opinion
columns, but it does the work of argument without actually making one.

WHY IT MATTERS

A rhetorical question only implies a claim; it does not state or support one. It
leaves your position unspecified and your reasoning unexpressed, which
invites the very disagreement it pretends to foreclose. A skeptical reader can
simply answer the question differently. Academic argument requires you to
assert a position explicitly and then defend it with evidence, not to gesture at
a conclusion and hope.

HOW TO FIX IT

Turn each rhetorical question into a direct statement followed by support. "Is
this really the best solution?" becomes "This solution has three significant
limitations, discussed below." "How can we ignore such evidence?" becomes
"This evidence is substantial and demands a response." Genuine questions
that you go on to investigate are fine, even valuable, in framing research; the
problem is the question used as a substitute for the answer. State your claim,
then prove it.

Avoid: Given all of these problems, how could anyone possibly
think the current system works?

Better: These problems demonstrate that the current system fails
to achieve its stated objectives.

Quick takeaway: State your claim outright and defend it; do
not let a rhetorical question stand in for an

' argument. .
e Don't exaggerate or make sweeping
generalizations

THE MISTAKE

Under pressure to sound impressive, writers reach for absolutes: "everyone
agrees," "this has always been true," "no one has ever studied," "this proves
conclusively." These sweeping claims overstate what the evidence can bear
and ignore the exceptions, counterexamples, and uncertainties that almost

always exist.

"non "non
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WHY IT MATTERS

Overstatement is fragile. A single counterexample destroys a claim that
"everyone" agrees or that something is "always" the case, and informed
readers can usually summon one instantly. Worse, exaggeration signals that
you have not engaged carefully with the literature, since few findings are
universal and almost nothing is ever proved beyond all doubt. Sweeping
claims make you look both careless and overconfident.

HOWTO FIXIT

Calibrate your claims to your evidence using precise qualifiers: "many
researchers," "in most documented cases," "the evidence strongly suggests,"
"this finding is consistent with." Replace "proves" with "indicates" or
"supports" unless you genuinely have proof. Specify scope: who, when, under
what conditions. Careful hedging is not weakness; it is precision, and it
makes your defensible claims more credible because readers trust a writer
who acknowledges limits. Reserve strong language for the rare cases where
the evidence truly warrants it.

"non

Avoid: Everyone knows that social media has completely
destroyed the ability of young people to concentrate.

Better: Several studies associate heavy social media use with
reduced sustained attention among adolescents.

Quick takeaway:  Match the strength of your claims to the
strength of your evidence, and qualify
Sweeping statements.

Don't reach for cliches and tired
metaphors

THE MISTAKE

When writers run short on precise language, they fall back on ready-made
phrases: "at the end of the day," "a double-edged sword,"” "the tip of the
iceberg," "think outside the box," "a perfect storm." These expressions arrive
pre-assembled and require no thought, which is exactly the problem; they let
the writer skip the work of saying what they actually mean.

WHY IT MATTERS

Cliches are vague by nature. "A double-edged sword" gestures at a trade-off
without naming either edge, and "the tip of the iceberg" implies hidden scale
without specifying it. Because readers have seen these phrases a thousand
times, they slide past without registering, adding length but no meaning. In
academic writing, where precision is the whole point, a cliche is a missed
opportunity to be exact.
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HOW TO FIX IT

When you catch a stock phrase, ask what specific idea it is standing in for,
then state that idea directly. "This is just the tip of the iceberg" might become
"these cases represent a small fraction of a much larger and largely
undocumented pattern.” Fresh, plain language almost always beats a worn
metaphor. If you do use a metaphor, make sure it genuinely clarifies and is
not merely decorative. The same applies to tired intensifiers and filler such as
"in today's society" or "since the dawn of time."

Avoid: At the end of the day, this issue is a double-edged sword
that is really just the tip of the iceberg.

costs, and the cases examined here reflect a far wider
pattern.
Quick takeaway: Trade ready-made cliches for precise

I Better: This policy offers short-term savings but raises long-term
I language that says exactly what you mean.

Don't be falsely modest or arrogant about
your claims

THE MISTAKE

Writers misjudge the confidence their evidence supports in two directions.
Some undersell solid work with excessive apology: "this is only a small
study,” "I am no expert, but," "this probably does not add much." Others
oversell, claiming to have "definitively settled" a debate or "revolutionized" a
field on the strength of modest findings.

WHY IT MATTERS

False modesty invites readers to dismiss work that deserves attention, and
habitual self-deprecation reads as a lack of conviction in your own results.
Arrogance is equally damaging: inflated claims set up expectations the
evidence cannot meet, and experienced readers grow skeptical the moment a
writer overreaches. Both extremes distort the reader's ability to weigh your
actual contribution.

HOW TO FIX IT

State your contribution accurately and proportionately. Acknowledge
genuine limitations once, clearly, without grovelling: "the sample is small,
which limits generalizability, but the results suggest a direction for larger
studies." Claim what you have shown and no more: "these findings support"”
rather than "these findings prove," "this study contributes to" rather than
"this study revolutionizes." Confidence and humility are compatible. The
ideal tone is that of a careful expert who knows exactly what the work
establishes and is candid about what it does not.
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Avoid: Iam no expert and this is just a tiny study, but I believe it
completely revolutionizes the entire field.

work and suggest a promising direction for further
research.
Quick takeaway: Claim exactly what your evidence supports,
neither apologizing for solid work nor

I Better: Although the sample is small, these findings extend prior
| overstating modest results.

=0 Don't let the tone drift inconsistently
across sections

THE MISTAKE

Long documents written over weeks often shift register from section to
section. The introduction may be polished and formal, the methods section
terse and mechanical, the discussion suddenly chatty or impassioned, and
the conclusion stiff again. Drafts assembled from notes, collaborators, or
recycled material are especially prone to these jolting changes in voice.

WHY IT MATTERS

Inconsistent tone distracts readers and signals that the piece was stitched
together rather than composed as a whole. A passage that lapses into casual
phrasing after pages of formality stands out awkwardly, and abrupt shifts in
confidence or formality can make readers doubt the coherence of the
underlying thinking. A steady voice, by contrast, projects control and makes
the argument easier to follow.

HOWTO FIXIT

Read the entire document in one sitting late in the process, listening
specifically for tone rather than content. Note where the register rises or falls,
where contractions or colloquialisms creep in, where confidence wobbles,
and smooth those transitions. In collaborative work, designate one person to
do a unifying pass so the whole reads in a single voice. Keep a short style
sheet of your decisions, on first person, terminology, and formality, so every
section follows the same conventions and the writing feels like one author
throughout.

Avoid: The methodology was rigorously controlled. Anyway, the

results were pretty cool and honestly kind of surprised us a
Int

Better: The methodology was rigorously controlled, and the
results, presented below, were notable and partly
unexpected.
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Quick takeaway: Maintain one steady register from first line

to last so the work reads as a single,
controlled voice.
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CHAPTER 6

Grammar & Syntax

Fixing the structural errors that quietly undermine your
credibility

TIPS 51-60

Grammar is the invisible scaffolding of academic prose. When it holds,
readers move smoothly from claim to evidence to conclusion, never
noticing the structure that carries them. When it fails, even a single
misplaced modifier or a runaway sentence can stop a reader cold,
forcing them to reread, reparse, and quietly question whether the
author was equally careless with the data. In high-stakes writing, these
small structural errors do outsized damage to your authority.

The good news is that the grammar mistakes that matter most in
academic writing are a finite, learnable set. They are not exotic. They
are the comma splices, the dangling participles, the subject-verb
mismatches, and the tense shifts that creep in when we draft fast and
revise tired. Reviewers and examiners see the same handful of errors
again and again, and they form impressions accordingly.

This chapter walks through ten of the most consequential. Each one
comes with a clear example of the error and its correction, so you can
train your eye to catch the pattern in your own drafts. Master these, and
your writing will read as deliberate, controlled, and trustworthy.
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1 Don't write unintentional sentence
fragments

THE MISTAKE

Writers often break a complete thought into pieces, leaving a clause that
lacks a subject, a finite verb, or both, yet punctuating it as a full sentence.
This happens most when a dependent clause beginning with a word like
"because,” "although," or "which" gets stranded on its own, or when a long
subject phrase never reaches its verb.

WHY IT MATTERS

A fragment stops a reader who expects a complete idea and instead hits a
dead end. In academic writing, where precision signals rigor, fragments read
as either careless drafting or an inability to control sentence structure.
Reviewers notice them quickly, and they erode confidence in claims that may
in fact be sound.

HOW TO FIX IT

Test each sentence by asking whether it contains both a subject and a finite
verb and whether it can stand alone as a complete thought. If a clause opens
with a subordinating word like "because," "since," or "although," make sure it
is attached to a main clause. The simplest fix is to join the fragment to the
sentence beside it with a comma or to supply the missing subject or verb.
Read your draft aloud; fragments often reveal themselves as sentences that
leave your voice hanging.

Avoid: The results were inconclusive. Because the sample size was
too small to detect an effect.

Better: The results were inconclusive because the sample size was
too small to detect an effect.

Quick takeaway: Every sentence needs a subject, a finite verb,
and a complete thought before it earns a
period.

. Don't join two independent clauses with
> only a comma (the comma splice)

THE MISTAKE

A comma splice occurs when two complete sentences are fused with nothing
but a comma, as in "The hypothesis was rejected, the data did not support it."
Each clause could stand alone, so a comma is too weak a join. This is one of
the most common punctuation errors in academic drafts.

WHY IT MATTERS

A comma signals a pause within a sentence, not a boundary between two

52



GRAMMAR & SYNTAX

complete ones. When it carries that heavier load, the reader briefly merges
two separate ideas, then must mentally split them apart. Repeated splices
make prose feel breathless and untidy, and graders treat them as a marker of
weak control over punctuation.

HOWTO FIX IT

You have four clean options. Replace the comma with a period to make two
sentences. Replace it with a semicolon if the ideas are closely related. Add a
coordinating conjunction (and, but, so, for, or, nor, yet) after the comma. Or
subordinate one clause with a word like "because" or "although." Watch
especially for conjunctive adverbs such as "however," "therefore,” and
"moreover"; these do not fix a splice and still require a semicolon or period
before them.

I Avoid: The hypothesis was rejected, the data did not support it.

I Better: The hypothesis was rejected; the data did not support it.

Quick takeaway: Two complete sentences need more than a
comma to hold them together.

Don't let your subject and verb disagree

THE MISTAKE

Subject-verb disagreement happens when a singular subject takes a plural
verb or vice versa. It is most common when words intervene between subject
and verb, when the subject is a collective noun, or with tricky constructions
like "each," "none,” "data," and "a number of," which trip up even
experienced writers under deadline pressure.

WHY IT MATTERS

Agreement errors are immediately visible to a careful reader and read as
basic carelessness. In academic writing, where Latinate plurals like "data,"
"criteria," and "phenomena" appear constantly, getting agreement wrong
suggests unfamiliarity with the very terms of your field, which undercuts
your standing on more substantive points.

HOWTO FIXIT

Identify the true grammatical subject and ignore any phrases that come
between it and the verb. In "The set of results is significant,”" the subject is
"set," not "results," so the verb is singular. Remember that "data," "criteria,"
and "phenomena" are plural (the singulars are "datum," "criterion,"
"phenomenon"). Treat "each,” "every," and "either" as singular. With "a
number of," use a plural verb; with "the number of," use a singular one.
When unsure, strip the sentence to its bare subject and verb and listen.
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Avoid: The data shows a clear upward trend across all

ronditinne

I Better: The data show a clear upward trend across all conditions.

Quick takeaway: Find the real subject, then match the verb to
it, not to the nearest noun.

Don't shift verb tenses without reason

THE MISTAKE

Tense shifting means moving between past, present, and other tenses within
a passage with no logical cause. A writer might describe a completed
experiment in the past tense, then slip into the present mid-paragraph, then
back again. The result is a timeline that wobbles and forces readers to
reconstruct when each event actually occurred.

WHY IT MATTERS

Verb tense tells the reader where they stand in time. Unmotivated shifts blur
the boundary between what was done, what is generally true, and what is
being argued now. In research writing, conventions are fairly stable:
completed methods and results are usually past tense, while established facts
and your interpretation are present. Ignoring this makes the work read as
disorganized.

HOWTO FIXIT

Adopt the standard pattern and apply it consistently. Use the past tense to
report what you did and what you found ("participants completed the
survey"). Use the present tense for established knowledge, for figures and
tables ("Table 2 shows"), and for your own claims and conclusions ("these
findings suggest"). Deliberate shifts are fine when the meaning requires
them, but each shift should reflect a real change in time frame. Reread each
paragraph and ask whether every change of tense is doing genuine work.

Avoid: We collected the samples in spring, and then we analyze
them using the standard protocol.

Better: We collected the samples in spring, and then we analyzed
them using the standard protocol.

Quick takeaway:  Change tense only when the time frame
genuinely changes, not by accident.
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Don't misplace your modifiers

THE MISTAKE

A misplaced modifier sits too far from the word it is meant to describe, so it
appears to modify something else. Phrases like "only," "almost," and longer
descriptive clauses are common offenders. The classic case attaches a
modifier to the nearest noun rather than the intended one, producing a
sentence that says something the writer never meant.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers attach a modifier to whatever sits closest to it. When that is the
wrong word, the sentence becomes ambiguous or unintentionally absurd,
and your reader either misreads your claim or pauses to untangle it. In
technical writing, where a single qualifier can change a measurement or a
scope, a misplaced modifier can introduce a real error of meaning, not just
style.

HOW TO FIX IT

Place each modifier directly beside the word it describes. Be especially careful
with limiting words like "only," "just," "nearly," and "almost"; their position
changes the meaning of the whole sentence ("only the treatment group
improved" differs from "the treatment group only improved"). After drafting,
locate each modifying phrase and trace it to its target. If the nearest noun is
not the intended one, move the modifier or recast the sentence so the link is

unambiguous.

Avoid: The researcher observed the cells using a microscope that
were dividing rapidly.

Better: Using a microscope, the researcher observed the cells that
were dividing rapidly.

Quick takeaway: Keep every modifier next to the word it is
meant to describe.

Don't dangle your participles

THE MISTAKE

A dangling participle is an introductory verb phrase whose implied subject
does not match the subject of the main clause. In "After analyzing the data,
the conclusions were clear," the conclusions did not do the analyzing. The
phrase dangles because the person who acted has vanished from the
sentence, leaving the modifier attached to the wrong actor.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Dangling modifiers are common in formal writing precisely because the
passive voice and a desire to sound objective often remove the human agent.
The effect is at best comical and at worst genuinely confusing, since the
reader cannot tell who performed the action. These errors are a frequent
reviewer complaint and a hallmark of prose that has not been read closely.

HOW TO FIX IT

When a sentence opens with a participial or other introductory phrase, make
sure the subject of the main clause is the one performing that action. You can
either name the actor as the subject ("After analyzing the data, we found the
conclusions clear") or rewrite the opening phrase as a full clause ("After we
analyzed the data, the conclusions were clear"). Whenever you start a
sentence with an -ing or -ed phrase, immediately check the word that follows
the comma and confirm it is the true doer.

I Avoid: After analyzing the data, the conclusions were clear.

I Better: After analyzing the data, we found the conclusions clear.

Quick takeaway: An opening verb phrase must describe the
subject that follows it.

= Don't confuse "which" and "that"

THE MISTAKE

Writers frequently swap "which" and "that" in relative clauses, ignoring the
distinction between restrictive and nonrestrictive information. They write
"the variable which we measured" when they mean a defining clause, or
attach a comma-free "which" clause to information that is actually essential
to the sentence's meaning.

WHY IT MATTERS

In careful academic English, "that" introduces a restrictive clause that defines
or limits the noun, while "which" (set off by commas) adds nonessential,
parenthetical detail. The distinction is not mere pedantry: it changes
meaning. "The samples that were contaminated were discarded" implies only
some were; "the samples, which were contaminated, were discarded" implies
all were. Getting this wrong can quietly misstate your facts.

HOWTO FIXIT

Ask whether the clause is essential to identifying the noun. If removing it
would change which thing you mean, the information is restrictive: use "that"
and no commas. If the clause merely adds extra detail that could be dropped
without altering the core meaning, it is nonrestrictive: use "which" with a
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comma before it (and after, if the sentence continues). A quick test is to read
the sentence without the clause; if it still points to the right thing, you likely
need "which."

Avoid: The samples which were contaminated were discarded
before testing.

Better: The samples that were contaminated were discarded
before testing.

Quick takeaway: Use "that" for clauses that define and
"which," with commas, for clauses that

. . mereli/ al(_ild. e .
=8 Don't mismatch a pronoun with its
antecedent in number

THE MISTAKE

Pronoun-antecedent disagreement occurs when a pronoun does not match
the number of the noun it refers back to. A common case is referring to a
singular noun like "a researcher," "each participant,” or "the company" with a
plural pronoun, or letting the antecedent be vague so the reader cannot tell
what "it" or "they" points to.

WHY IT MATTERS

A pronoun is a stand-in, and the reader must instantly know what it stands
for. When the number does not match, or when the antecedent is ambiguous,
comprehension stalls. In dense academic sentences with several candidate
nouns, a careless "it" or "they" can attach to the wrong one, distorting the
claim and signaling that the writer lost track of their own grammar.

HOW TO FIX IT

Match singular antecedents with singular pronouns and plural with plural.
Treat "each," "every," "either," "neither," and "none" as singular. Collective
nouns like "team" or "committee" are usually singular in formal writing. To
avoid clumsiness, the cleanest fix is often to make the antecedent plural
("researchers... they") so the pronoun follows naturally. Singular "they" is
increasingly accepted for an unspecified person; if your style guide allows it,
use it deliberately rather than by accident.

"non

Avoid: Each participant submitted their consent form before the
session began.

Better: All participants submitted their consent forms before the
session began.
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Quick takeaway: A pronoun must match its antecedent in
number and point to it unmistakably.

Don't mishandle conditional and
29 subjunctive forms

THE MISTAKE

Writers stumble over conditionals when describing hypothetical or
counterfactual situations, mixing the wrong verb forms across the "if" and
result clauses. The subjunctive is also frequently dropped, producing "if the
model was correct” for a hypothetical, or "we recommend that the dose is
reduced" instead of the correct subjunctive form.

WHY IT MATTERS

Conditionals and the subjunctive carry precise meaning about certainty,
possibility, and recommendation, which is central to scientific argument.
Confusing a real condition with a hypothetical one, or dropping the
subjunctive in a recommendation, blurs whether you are stating fact,
speculation, or a directive. In writing that lives or dies on careful claims
about evidence, this imprecision is a substantive flaw, not just a stylistic one.
HOW TO FIX IT

For a counterfactual or unlikely hypothetical, use the past subjunctive in the
"if" clause and "would" in the result: "If the model were correct, it would
predict X." Use "were," not "was," for all subjects in such hypotheticals. For
demands, recommendations, and proposals, use the base form of the verb
after "that": "we recommend that the dose be reduced." For real, open
conditions, the ordinary indicative is fine: "If the temperature rises, the
reaction accelerates." Decide first whether the situation is factual or
hypothetical, then choose the form.

I Avoid: Ifthe model was correct, it will predict a higher yield.

I Better: If the model were correct, it would predict a higher yield.

Quick takeaway: Match your verb forms to whether you mean
a real condition or a hypothetical one.

Don't open sentence after sentence with
"There is" or "There are"

THE MISTAKE

Leaning on "There is," "There are,” and "It is" to begin sentences buries the
real subject and pads the prose. Phrases like "There are several factors that
influence growth" delay the meaningful words and replace a strong verb with

"o
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the weak "to be," especially when the pattern repeats across a paragraph.

WHY IT MATTERS

These expletive constructions postpone the actual subject and force a flat "is"
or "are" to do the work a vivid verb could do. One or two are harmless, but a
string of them makes writing feel inert and wordy, and it hides the agent and
action that should drive each sentence. Reviewers reading for clarity register
the monotony, and your most important nouns end up demoted.

HOW TO FIX IT

Find the real subject and the real action hiding inside the sentence, then
promote them. "There are several factors that influence growth" becomes
"Several factors influence growth," which is shorter and has a true verb. "It is
important to note that X" usually compresses to "Notably, X" or simply "X."
Reserve "there is" and "there are" for the rare case where you genuinely need
to assert existence ("There is no known cure"). When you spot the pattern
recurring, rewrite for a concrete subject and an active verb.

Avoid: There are several factors that influence the rate of cell

aronth

I Better: Several factors influence the rate of cell growth.

Quick takeaway: Promote the real subject and verb instead of
hiding them behind "there is."
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CHAPTER 7

Punctuation & Mechanics

Mastering the small marks that carry big meaning

TIPS 61-70

Punctuation is the silent grammar of meaning. Readers rarely notice it
when it works, but they stumble the moment it fails. A misplaced
comma can reverse your argument; a stray apostrophe can quietly
undermine your authority. In academic writing, where precision is the
whole point, these small marks carry weight far out of proportion to
their size.

Mechanics matter for the same reason. Capitalization, numbers, dates,
units, and spacing are not decorative. They signal that you respect your
reader's time and that you sweat the details your discipline demands.
Reviewers and examiners read carelessness in the small things as a
warning about the big things.

This chapter walks through the ten punctuation and mechanical errors
that most often appear in student and scholarly drafts. None of them is
hard to fix once you can see it. The goal is not to memorize rules for
their own sake but to make your marks invisible again, so your ideas are
what readers remember.

Don't misuse the comma, the most abused

61 . . .re
mark in academic writing
THE MISTAKE
Writers sprinkle commas wherever they would pause for breath, or omit
them where structure demands. The result is comma splices joining two full
sentences, missing commas after introductory phrases, and stray commas
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chopping a subject from its verb. The reader is left guessing where one idea
ends and the next begins.

WHY IT MATTERS

The comma signals grammatical structure, not breathing. When you place it
by ear, you scatter false boundaries and erase real ones. A comma splice
makes two complete thoughts collide; a missing comma after a long opener
forces the reader to backtrack. Either way, your prose loses the crispness that
careful punctuation is meant to provide.

HOW TO FIX IT

Learn the four main comma jobs and use the mark only for them. First,
separate items in a list. Second, set off an introductory word, phrase, or
clause from the main sentence. Third, surround non-essential information
that could be lifted out. Fourth, join two independent clauses only when a
coordinating conjunction such as and, but, or so follows. If two complete
sentences sit on either side of a comma with no conjunction, use a period or a
semicolon instead. When in doubt, read the clauses apart and check each
could stand alone.

I Avoid: The experiment failed, we repeated it the next day.

I Better: The experiment failed, so we repeated it the next day.

Quick takeaway: Use the comma for structure, not for
breathing.

Don't confuse the semicolon with the
colon

THE MISTAKE

Writers reach for a semicolon when they mean a colon, or vice versa. They
use a semicolon to introduce a list, or a colon to join two related sentences.
The two marks look similar but do opposite jobs, and swapping them
confuses the relationship between the parts of a sentence.

WHY IT MATTERS

The semicolon links two closely related independent clauses as equals, while
the colon points forward, announcing that an explanation, list, or example
follows. Misusing them sends the wrong signal about how your ideas
connect. Readers expect a colon to promise something ahead and a
semicolon to balance two complete thoughts, so the wrong choice quietly
disorients them.

HOWTO FIXIT
Ask what relationship you want to show. If you are joining two complete,
closely related sentences without a conjunction, use a semicolon: both sides
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must stand alone as full clauses. If you are introducing a list, a definition, an
example, or an explanation, use a colon, and make sure a complete sentence
precedes it. A quick test: replace the semicolon with a period and see if both
halves survive; replace the colon with the phrase that is to confirm it
introduces something.

I Avoid: We tested three samples; soil, water, and air.

I Better: We tested three samples: soil, water, and air.

Quick takeaway: Semicolons balance equals; colons announce
what follows.

63 Don't mix up "its" and "it's" (and other
apostrophe errors)

THE MISTAKE

Writers add an apostrophe to the possessive its, write it's when they mean its,
and tack apostrophes onto plain plurals such as result's or the 1990's. The
apostrophe ends up marking the wrong thing entirely, and a single slip can
repeat across an entire paper.

WHY IT MATTERS

It's is a contraction of it is or it has; its is possessive, like his or hers, which
take no apostrophe. Plurals never need one. These errors are small but
conspicuous: readers and reviewers register them instantly as signs of haste,
and in formal academic work that impression can colour their view of your
reasoning.

HOW TO FIX IT

Whenever you write it's, expand it to it is or it has and check the sentence still
makes sense; if it does not, you want its with no apostrophe. Remember that
possessive pronouns, its, hers, ours, theirs, yours, never take an apostrophe
at all. Reserve the apostrophe for two jobs only: contractions and possession
of nouns. Never use it to form a plural. For decades, write the 1990s, not the
1990's. A final search of your draft for every apostrophe will catch the
stragglers.

I Avoid: The theory lost it's appeal in the 1990's.

I Better: The theory lost its appeal in the 1990s.

Quick takeaway: It's means it is; its owns; plurals get no
apostrophe.
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a Don't overuse the exclamation mark

THE MISTAKE

Writers add exclamation marks to convey enthusiasm, surprise, or the
importance of a finding. A result is striking! A gap in the literature is
alarming! In academic prose these marks read as breathless rather than
persuasive, and even one can strike a jarring, informal note.

WHY IT MATTERS

Academic writing earns emphasis through evidence and precise wording, not
typography. An exclamation mark tells the reader how to feel instead of
showing why they should; it shifts the tone from measured analysis toward
marketing. Reviewers expect restraint, and a sentence shouting at them often
reads as weaker, not stronger, because the punctuation seems to be doing
work the argument cannot.

HOW TO FIX IT

Delete exclamation marks from formal academic prose almost without
exception. If a point deserves emphasis, build it into the sentence: choose a
stronger verb, present the most compelling number, or place the key idea in
the emphatic final position of the sentence. Let the data carry the weight.
Reserve any rare exclamation for direct quotations that originally contained
one. When you feel the urge to add a mark for force, treat it as a signal that
the underlying sentence needs rewriting instead.

Avoid: These results are extremely significant and change

onoruthinal
Better: These results are statistically significant and challenge the
prevailing model.

Quick takeaway: Let evidence supply the emphasis; drop the
exclamation mark.

. Don't confuse hyphens, en dashes, and
l  em dashes

THE MISTAKE

Writers use a single hyphen for every dashing job: joining words, marking
ranges, and breaking off a thought. The three marks differ in length and
function, and using one for all of them produces ranges that look like
subtractions and asides that read as broken compound words.

WHY IT MATTERS

Each mark has a distinct role. The hyphen joins compound words and
prefixes. The en dash, slightly longer, signals a range or a connection
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between two items. The em dash, longest of the three, sets off an interruption
or emphatic aside. Collapsing them all into a hyphen blurs these signals, and
in typeset work the inconsistency looks unpolished to editors who notice such
things.

HOWTO FIX IT

Use a hyphen for compounds and prefixes, as in well-known or pre-test. Use
an en dash for ranges and pairings, such as pages 10 to 25 or a north-south
axis; in plain text many writers represent it with a single hyphen, but mark it
consistently. Use an em dash, typed as two hyphens (--), to set off an abrupt
break or aside, as in The result -- surprising though it was -- held up. Decide
whether you put spaces around em dashes and apply that choice everywhere.

I Avoid: The 2000-2010 period was decisive - no one disputes it.

I Better: The 2000--2010 period was decisive -- no one disputes it.

Quick takeaway:  Hyphens join, en dashes span, em dashes
interrupt.

Don't scatter quotation marks for
emphasis

THE MISTAKE

Writers wrap quotation marks around ordinary words to stress them or to
flag a term as special, as in the results were "significant" or this "new"
method. Far from emphasizing, these marks tell readers the writer doubts
the word, creating an unintended ironic or sarcastic effect.

WHY IT MATTERS

Quotation marks have specific jobs: marking direct speech, quoted text, and,
on first use, a term being defined or used in a non-standard sense. When you
use them for plain emphasis, readers apply the scare-quote reading and infer
skepticism, so-called significance rather than real significance. The mark
undermines the very claim you meant to strengthen, and repeated misuse
erodes trust in your precision.

HOW TO FIX IT

Remove quotation marks used purely for emphasis. If a term genuinely needs
highlighting on first appearance, use italics instead, which is the standard
scholarly convention for introducing key terminology. Reserve quotation
marks for actual quotations and for clearly signalling that a word is being
discussed as a word or used ironically on purpose. If you find yourself adding
quotes to make a word feel important, rewrite the sentence so the importance
comes from the claim itself, not from the punctuation.
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Avoid: The treatment produced a "remarkable" improvement in
recovery.

recovery.

Quick takeaway: Quotation marks quote; they do not

I Better: The treatment produced a remarkable improvement in
I emphasize.

. Don't misplace punctuation around
quotations

THE MISTAKE

Writers put commas and periods inconsistently inside or outside closing
quotation marks, drop the punctuation that introduces a quotation, or place
citation and end punctuation in the wrong order. The rules differ across style
guides, and mixing conventions within one paper signals carelessness.

WHY IT MATTERS

Punctuation around quotations follows fixed conventions, and these
conventions vary between American and British style and across citation
systems. Getting them wrong, or worse, switching between them, distracts
readers and flags the work as unedited. In disciplines with strict style
requirements, examiners and journal editors treat consistent quotation
mechanics as a baseline competence, so errors here draw disproportionate
attention.

HOW TO FIX IT

Pick the style guide your field requires and follow it throughout. In American
style, periods and commas go inside the closing quotation mark; in British
style they often go outside. With parenthetical citations, place the closing
quotation mark, then the citation, then the sentence's final period, as in the
author calls it a paradox (Smith 12). Introduce longer quotations with a colon
and shorter ones with a comma or no punctuation, depending on grammar.
Above all, apply one convention consistently across the entire document.

I Avoid: She described the finding as "unexpected".

I Better: She described the finding as "unexpected.”

Quick takeaway:  Choose one quotation style and apply it
everywhere.
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a Don't capitalize words randomly

THE MISTAKE

Writers capitalize words to mark them as important, as in the Government
introduced a new Policy, or capitalize job titles, fields, and seasons that
should stay lowercase. The capital letters appear to follow feeling rather than
rule, giving the prose an old-fashioned or inconsistent look.

WHY IT MATTERS

Capitalization in English follows conventions, not emphasis. Proper nouns,
the first word of a sentence, and certain titles take capitals; common nouns
do not, however weighty they feel. Capitalizing for importance reads as
quaint or amateurish, and inconsistent capitalization of the same term across
a paper signals that no one checked. Readers expect capitals to mean
something specific, so misused ones quietly distract.

HOW TO FIX IT

Capitalize proper nouns, the first word of each sentence, and formal titles
directly preceding a name, such as President Lincoln. Keep common nouns
lowercase even when they matter to you: government, policy, theory, climate
change. Lowercase fields of study, seasons, and generic references like the
professor or the journal. Capitalize a job title only when it immediately
precedes a name. When you introduce a defined term, use italics rather than
capitals. Build a short style sheet for recurring terms so you capitalize each
the same way every time.

I Avoid: The Government revised its Climate Policy last Spring.

I Better: The government revised its climate policy last spring.

Quick takeaway: Capitalize proper nouns and sentence starts,
not important ones.

Don't be inconsistent with numbers,
dates, and units

THE MISTAKE

Writers spell out five in one sentence and write 5 in the next, format dates as
both June 20, 2026 and 20/06/2026, and switch between 10 km and 10km
or kg and kilograms. The figures may all be correct, yet the shifting formats
make the writing look unedited and can even create ambiguity.

WHY IT MATTERS

Consistency in numbers, dates, and units is a marker of scientific and
scholarly care. Inconsistent formatting forces readers to interpret each
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instance afresh and can introduce real ambiguity, as with dates that could be
read in two orders. In quantitative fields, sloppy unit formatting raises
doubts about the rigour of the underlying data. Editors treat these
conventions as non-negotiable.

HOWTO FIX IT

Adopt your field's style guide and apply its number rules uniformly. A
common convention is to spell out numbers below ten and use figures for ten
and above, but always use figures with units and in tables. Choose one
unambiguous date format, such as 20 June 2026, and keep it throughout.
Put a space between a number and its unit, as in 10 kg, and use standard
abbreviations consistently. Decide once how to handle ranges, percentages,
and decimals, then check the whole document against that decision.

I Avoid: We collected five samples on 06/07/2026 weighing 10kg
an‘h
I Better: We collected five samples on 6 July 2026 weighing 10 kg
each.
Quick takeaway:  Pick one format for numbers, dates, and
units, then never drift.

o Don't ignore spacing and formatting
conventions

THE MISTAKE

Writers leave double spaces after periods, add spaces before commas or
colons, put two spaces between words, or mix straight and curly characters
and inconsistent indentation. Each lapse is tiny, but together they make a
manuscript look unprofessional before a single argument is read.

WHY IT MATTERS

Spacing and formatting are the typography of credibility. Modern convention
uses a single space after a period, no space before punctuation, and one space
after it. Double spaces, stray spaces, and inconsistent layout signal a draft
that was never proofread. Reviewers and typesetters notice immediately, and
many journals reject or return manuscripts that ignore basic formatting
requirements before assessing the content at all.

HOWTO FIXIT

Use one space after periods, commas, colons, and semicolons, and no space
before them. Run a find-and-replace to convert any double spaces to single,
and search for spaces sitting before punctuation. Keep indentation, line
spacing, and font consistent throughout, and follow your target style or
submission guidelines exactly. Turn on your editor's option to show invisible
characters when doing a final pass, so stray spaces and tabs become visible. A
clean, consistent layout lets your ideas speak without distraction.
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Avoid: The study began in 2020 ; the results came two years

Intor

I Better: The study began in 2020; the results came two years
later.

Quick takeaway: Clean, consistent spacing earns the reader's
trust before a word is read.
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CHAPTER 8

Word Choice & Vocabulary

Choosing precise words and avoiding the ones that trip
writers up

TIPS 71-80

Academic writing rewards precision above flourish. A single misused
word can muddy an argument, undercut your authority, or send a
careful reader back to reread a sentence that should have landed the
first time. Unlike speech, where tone and gesture rescue ambiguity, the
written page leaves your vocabulary to do the work alone. The right
word is not always the longest or most impressive one; it is the one that
says exactly what you mean and nothing else.

This chapter targets the words that quietly sabotage otherwise strong
manuscripts: the look-alikes, the overstatements, the borrowed
thesaurus terms, and the filler that adds length without adding
meaning. These are not arcane errors. They appear in dissertations,
grant proposals, and published papers alike, often surviving multiple
rounds of revision because they hide in plain sight.

The ten tips that follow give you a practical eye for diction. Master them
and your prose will read as confident, exact, and trustworthy, which is
precisely how you want a reviewer to feel about your science.

- Don't confuse commonly mixed-up words
(affect vs effect, and friends)

THE MISTAKE
Writers reach for the word that sounds right rather than the one that is right,
swapping near-twins without noticing. Spell checkers wave these through
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because both spellings are real words. The result is a sentence that looks
polished but says something slightly, or completely, different from what the
author intended.

WHY IT MATTERS

These slips signal carelessness to expert readers and can genuinely distort
meaning. Confusing affect and effect, for instance, can reverse cause and
consequence in a results section. Reviewers who spot one such error begin
scanning for others, and their trust in your attention to detail, and therefore
your data, erodes quickly.

HOWTO FIX IT

Build a personal watch list of pairs you tend to confuse and check each one
on a dedicated proofreading pass. Common offenders include affect (usually
a verb, to influence) versus effect (usually a noun, a result); complement (to
complete) versus compliment (to praise); principal (main, or a person)
versus principle (a rule); discrete (separate) versus discreet (cautious); elicit
(to draw out) versus illicit (illegal); and cite, site, and sight. When unsure,
look the word up rather than guessing. A ten-minute targeted pass catches
what spell check never will.

I Avoid: The new policy had a positive affect on student retention

rntoc
I Better: The new policy had a positive effect on student retention
rates.
Quick takeaway: Spell check trusts any real word, so you must
be the one who checks for the right one.

Don't misuse "e.g." and "i.e."

THE MISTAKE

Writers treat e.g. and i.e. as interchangeable shorthand for elaboration,
sprinkling either one wherever a clarifying phrase appears. Because both are
tucked into parentheses and followed by examples or explanations, the
difference feels cosmetic. It is not, and using the wrong one can change what
a sentence claims.

WHY IT MATTERS

The two abbreviations mean different things. E.g. (exempli gratia) means for
example and introduces a non-exhaustive sample. L.e. (id est) means that is
and introduces a restatement or full clarification. Swapping them can imply
your short list is complete when it is illustrative, or vice versa, which
misleads a precise reader.

HOWTO FIXIT
Mentally expand the abbreviation before you commit to it. If for example fits,

70



WORD CHOICE & VOCABULARY

use e.g. and remember that what follows is only a sample, never the whole
set. If that is or in other words fits, use i.e. and make sure what follows truly
restates the preceding idea in full. In American style, follow each with a
comma (e.g., this). Avoid adding etc. after an e.g. list, since the abbreviation
already signals incompleteness. When in doubt, drop the Latin entirely and
write for example or that is in plain English.

Avoid: We tested several solvents (i.e., ethanol and methanol)
under identical conditions.

Better: We tested several solvents (e.g., ethanol and methanol)
under identical conditions.

Quick takeaway: Use e.g. for examples and i.e. for
restatements, and expand each in your head

, tqQ be sure.
Don't use jargon you cannot define

THE MISTAKE

Writers borrow impressive-sounding terms from their field, or from a paper
they admire, without fully grasping what those terms mean. The vocabulary
lends an air of expertise, so it slips in unexamined. Then a reviewer asks for a
definition, or applies the term as written, and the gap in understanding
becomes visible.

WHY IT MATTERS

Jargon used loosely produces claims you cannot defend. A term like robust,
significant, or non-linear carries a specific technical meaning in many
disciplines, and misapplying it invites pointed questions. Worse, it suggests
you are decorating your argument rather than constructing it, which is the
opposite of the credibility academic vocabulary is supposed to confer.

HOW TO FIX IT

Adopt a simple rule: never use a technical term you could not define
accurately if a reviewer stopped you mid-sentence. Before you keep a piece of
jargon, write its definition in plain language in the margin. If you cannot,
either learn it properly from a primary source or replace it with words you
fully control. Reserve specialized terms for moments when no plain
alternative is as precise, and define each one on first use for readers outside
your immediate subfield. Precision earns more respect than vocabulary for
its own sake.

Avoid: Our modelis fully ergodic, so the results generalize across
all conditions.
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Better: Our model converged to a stable distribution across the
tested conditions, so the results generalize within that
ranae.

Quick takeaway: If you cannot define a term on demand, you

have not earned the right to use it.

Don't lean on empty intensifiers and weak
adverbs

THE MISTAKE

Writers prop up ordinary claims with words like very, really, quite,
extremely, and highly, hoping the modifier adds force. Instead, these
intensifiers dilute the sentence, because they signal emphasis without
supplying evidence. A reader trained to look for data sees padding where the
writer hoped to see strength.

WHY IT MATTERS

Intensifiers substitute assertion for measurement, which is exactly backward
in academic prose. Very significant tells the reader nothing that significant
does not, and significant should itself be reserved for results that meet a real
threshold. The habit also inflates word counts and makes confident findings
sound oddly defensive, as if they need cheerleading to be believed.

HOW TO FIX IT

Cut intensifiers on a dedicated editing pass and ask whether the remaining
sentence is weaker or simply leaner. Usually it is leaner. Where you genuinely
need more force, reach for a stronger verb or a concrete number rather than
an adverb: replace increased very quickly with tripled within an hour, or
extremely accurate with accurate to within two percent. Treat words like
very, really, quite, and basically as flags for a vague claim that deserves a
precise one. The goal is prose whose strength comes from its content, not its
modifiers.

Avoid: The treatment group showed a very significant and really
substantial improvement.

Better: The treatment group improved by 38 percent, a
statistically significant gain.

Quick takeaway: Replace intensifiers with evidence, and let
precise facts carry the emphasis.
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Don't anthropomorphize ("the study
75 . "
believes')

THE MISTAKE

Writers grant human thoughts and intentions to inanimate things: the study
believes, the data wants to show, the paper argues, the figure thinks. It reads
naturally because we talk this way casually, but it assigns agency to objects
that cannot hold opinions, and it quietly hides the human actor responsible
for the claim.

WHY IT MATTERS

Studies, tables, and equations do not believe, want, or conclude anything;
researchers do. Attributing cognition to them obscures who made a judgment
and on what basis, which matters for accountability and clarity. Reviewers
also read it as imprecise writing, and in fields that prize exactness, that
imprecision colors how they judge the underlying reasoning.

HOW TO FIX IT

Identify the real agent and name it, or recast the sentence so the object does
only what objects can do. People believe, argue, and conclude; data show,
indicate, or suggest; figures display or illustrate; results support or
contradict. So the study believes becomes the authors argue or we conclude,
and the data wants to show becomes the data indicate. This small shift forces
you to own your interpretations explicitly and keeps the line between what
the evidence shows and what you infer from it crisp and honest.

Avoid: The experiment thinks that temperature is the main driver
of the reaction.

Better: We conclude from the experiment that temperature is the
main driver of the reaction.

Quick takeaway:  Objects show and indicate; only people
believe, argue, and conclude.

-6 Don't use absolute terms carelessly
("prove," "always," "never")

THE MISTAKE

Writers reach for sweeping words, claiming a result proves a hypothesis or
that an effect always occurs, when the evidence supports something
narrower. The absolute term feels confident and conclusive, so it slips in
during a triumphant moment of drafting, overstating what a single study or
dataset can actually establish.

73



100 TIPS TO AVOID MISTAKES IN ACADEMIC WRITING

WHY IT MATTERS

Science deals in evidence and probability, not proof and certainty. A study
supports, suggests, or is consistent with a claim; it rarely proves one, and
almost nothing in the empirical world is truly always or never. A single
counterexample dismantles an absolute claim, so reviewers pounce on these
words, and an overstated sentence can cast doubt on findings that were
perfectly sound when stated accurately.

HOWTO FIXIT

Match the strength of your language to the strength of your evidence. Replace
prove with support, demonstrate, or provide evidence for; soften always and
never to typically, in most cases, or rarely unless you can truly defend the
absolute. Hedge where the data require hedging, but do not overhedge until
the claim disappears; the aim is calibration, not timidity. Before keeping an
absolute, ask whether a single exception would falsify it, and if so, scale the
wording back. Accurate, measured claims are far harder to attack and far
easier to trust.

Avoid: These results prove that mindfulness training always
reduces anxiety.

Better: These results support the conclusion that mindfulness
training reduced anxiety in most participants.

Quick takeaway: Evidence supports and suggests; save prove,
always, and never for claims you can truly

defend
- Don't trus%fgl thesaurus word you do not
understand

THE MISTAKE

Hunting for variety or sophistication, writers swap a plain word for a fancier
synonym pulled from a thesaurus, assuming the two mean the same thing.
They rarely do. Synonyms carry different shades of meaning, connotation,
and register, so the substitution often produces a sentence that is subtly
wrong or jarringly out of tune.

WHY IT MATTERS

A thesaurus lists words that are related, not words that are interchangeable.
Utilize is not a richer synonym for use, and elucidate, explicate, and explain
are not freely swappable. Dropping in a word you do not actually know risks
comedy at best and a real meaning error at worst, and seasoned readers
instantly detect a term that does not fit, which undermines the polish you
were chasing.

HOW TO FIX IT
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Treat the thesaurus as a memory aid, never a vocabulary expander. Only use
a suggested word if you already know it well enough to define it and to recall
a sentence where you have seen it used naturally. If a word is new to you,
look it up in a dictionary, check its connotation and typical context, and
confirm it fits before committing. When in doubt, keep the plain word; clear
and ordinary beats fancy and wrong every time. Variety matters less than
accuracy, and repetition is the lesser sin.

Avoid: We utilized a plethora of methods to interrogate the
nebulous dataset.

I Better: We used several methods to analyze the incomplete
dataset.
Quick takeaway: Use a synonym only if you could already
define it and have seen it used in context.

Don't mix British and American spelling

THE MISTAKE

Within a single document, writers drift between conventions, writing analyse
in one paragraph and analyze in the next, or pairing colour with behavior.
This usually happens when text is assembled from multiple sources, drafts,
or co-authors, and no one runs a final consistency check across the variants.

WHY IT MATTERS

Mixed spelling looks unproofed and signals that the manuscript was stitched
together without a careful read. Many journals mandate one variety in their
style guide, and inconsistency invites copyediting queries or desk-level
annoyance. While a single mix-up is minor, a pattern of them suggests the
same inattention may extend to the data and analysis.

HOWTO FIXIT

Choose one variety at the outset, usually whichever your target journal
specifies, and apply it everywhere. Set your word processor's language to that
locale so the spell checker enforces it, and watch the predictable switch
points: -ise versus -ize, -our versus -or, -re Versus -er, -ence versus -ense, and
doubled consonants like travelled versus traveled. On a final pass, search for
a few signature words to confirm consistency. When co-authoring, agree on
the convention early so you are not reconciling two dialects at submission.
Consistency, not the choice itself, is what readers notice.

Avoid: We analysed the samples and measured the colour change
in each labeled vial.
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Better: We analyzed the samples and measured the color change
in each labeled vial.

Quick takeaway: Pick one spelling convention, set your spell
checker to match, and apply it throughout.

Don't use gendered, dated, or biased
79 language

THE MISTAKE

Writers default to outdated or exclusionary phrasing: the generic he for an
unknown person, man or mankind for people, or labels that define
individuals by a condition or group rather than as people. These habits are
often unthinking, carried over from older style models, but they read as
careless or insensitive to contemporary audiences.

WHY IT MATTERS

Biased language alienates readers, misrepresents the people you study, and
increasingly violates the inclusive-language standards of major style guides
and journals. Beyond courtesy, precision is at stake: the generic he is simply
inaccurate when the referent could be anyone. Editors now flag this
routinely, and getting it wrong can stall a manuscript or undercut work built
on careful empirical respect for its subjects.

HOW TO FIX IT

Use gender-neutral constructions: recast in the plural (researchers... they),
use the singular they, or rewrite to drop the pronoun entirely. Prefer people,
humanity, or workforce over man and mankind, and choose neutral job titles
like chair, firefighter, and police officer. Follow person-first or identity-first
conventions as your field and the communities you study prefer, and consult
your discipline's current style guide, since norms evolve. The goal is accuracy
and respect together: language that describes people as they are without
smuggling in assumptions you never meant to make.

Avoid: Each researcher must submit his data, since every man in
the field knows the deadline.

Better: Each researcher must submit their data, since everyone in
the field knows the deadline.

Quick takeaway: Choose inclusive, neutral language; it is both
more respectful and more accurate.
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Don't repeat the same word so often it
distracts

THE MISTAKE

A distinctive word or phrase lodges in the writer's head and reappears every
few lines: results, important, demonstrate, this, however. Because each
instance feels correct in isolation, the repetition goes unnoticed during
drafting. Read aloud or end to end, though, the echo becomes obtrusive and
makes the prose feel mechanical.

WHY IT MATTERS

Conspicuous repetition tires the reader and pulls attention from your
argument to your word choice. It can also flatten meaning, as a word
stretched across too many uses loses its edge, and it often hides an
underlying monotony of sentence structure. The effect is subtle but real:
prose that should feel assured starts to feel like a loop.

HOW TO FIX IT

Read your draft aloud, or have software read it to you, to catch echoes the eye
glides past. When a word repeats noticeably, decide case by case: sometimes
a precise synonym you genuinely know is best, sometimes restructuring the
sentence to drop the word entirely is better, and sometimes the repetition is
fine and should stay, especially for key technical terms that must remain
consistent. Beware overcorrecting into elegant variation, where you rename
the same concept three ways and confuse the reader. The target is natural
variety, not a synonym hunt that sacrifices clarity.

Avoid: The results show important results, and these important
results confirm our important hypothesis.

Better: The results confirm our central hypothesis and carry clear
practical significance.

Quick takeaway: Read aloud to catch distracting echoes, but
keep key technical terms consistent.
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CHAPTER 9

Sources, Citation &
Academic Integrity

Using and crediting evidence honestly and correctly

TIPS 81-90

Academic writing is a conversation across time. When you write a
paper, you are joining a long exchange of ideas, building on the work of
others and adding your own contribution. Citation is how that
conversation stays honest. It tells your reader exactly where your
evidence comes from, separates your thinking from borrowed thinking,
and lets anyone trace your claims back to their roots. Done well, it
makes your work more credible, not less original.

Many citation problems are not acts of dishonesty at all. They are
accidents of carelessness: a quotation pasted without quotation marks,
an idea absorbed and forgotten, a reference list assembled at 2 a.m. the
night before a deadline. Yet readers and review committees cannot see
your intentions; they can only see the page. That is why the habits in
this chapter matter so much.

The ten tips that follow move from the foundations of integrity to the
mechanics of crediting and integrating evidence. Master them and you
will write with confidence, knowing your sources are honest, accurate,
and impossible to mistake for your own.

Don't plagiarize, even accidentally

THE MISTAKE
You copy a sentence into your notes, lose track of where it came from, and
later paste it into your draft as if it were your own. There was no intent to
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steal, but the result on the page is still another writer's words presented
under your name, with no quotation marks and no citation.

WHY IT MATTERS

Readers and instructors judge what appears on the page, not what you
meant. Unattributed borrowing, intentional or not, breaks the trust that
academic work depends on and can carry serious penalties. It also robs your
reader of the chance to verify and follow your evidence back to its source.

HOW TO FIX IT

Build defenses into your process. Keep source words and your own words
physically separate in your notes, marking every direct quotation with
quotation marks and a page number the moment you record it. When you
draft from memory, return to the source and confirm whether the wording is
truly yours. Cite as you write, not afterward, so nothing slips through
uncredited. Before submitting, run a similarity check and reread any passage
that feels too polished to be your own draft voice.

Avoid: Social media platforms have fundamentally reshaped how
young people form their sense of identity.

Better: As Turkle (2015) argues, social media platforms have
fundamentally reshaped how young people form their
sense of identity (p. 42).

Quick takeaway: Track your sources as carefully as you track
your own ideas, because the page cannot
show your intentions.

Don't patchwrite when you mean to
paraphrase

THE MISTAKE

You take a source sentence and swap a few words for synonyms, shuffle the
clause order, and leave the rest intact. It looks like paraphrasing, but the
structure and most of the language still belong to the original author. This
halfway rewriting is called patchwriting, and a citation alone does not fix it.
WHY IT MATTERS

A real paraphrase shows that you understood an idea well enough to restate
it in your own structure and words. Patchwriting shows only that you can
find synonyms. Even with a citation, reproducing a source's sentence shape
too closely is treated as a form of plagiarism in most academic settings.

HOW TO FIX IT

Read the passage, then set the source aside completely. Write the idea from
memory in your own words, as if explaining it to a classmate. Only after you
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have a clean restatement should you check the original again, this time to
confirm accuracy, not to borrow phrasing. If your version still mirrors the
source's sentence structure, rebuild it from a different angle. Always add the
citation, because a genuine paraphrase still credits the idea it came from.

Avoid: Online networks have radically transformed the way
youth develop their feeling of selfhood (Turkle, 2015).

Better: Turkle (2015) contends that the rise of social media has
changed something basic about adolescence: identity is
now built partly through an audience rather than apart
from one.

Quick takeaway: If you can still see the source's sentence

underneath yours, you have patchwritten, not

paraphrased.
83 Don't cite sources you have not actually
read
THE MISTAKE

You find a striking claim in one author who credits another study, and you
cite that original study directly without ever reading it. You are vouching for
a source you have never seen, trusting that the intermediate author quoted
and interpreted it correctly.

WHY IT MATTERS

Secondhand summaries distort. Authors paraphrase selectively,
misremember figures, and frame findings to suit their own argument. If you
cite the original directly, you take responsibility for any error you inherited,
and you may be passing along a claim the source never actually made.

HOW TO FIX IT

Whenever possible, track down and read the original source before citing it.
If you genuinely cannot access it, do not pretend you did. Use an as-cited-in
citation that names both the original and the work where you found it, so
your reader knows the chain of transmission. Reserve this for rare cases;
relying on it heavily signals shallow research. Treat every secondhand claim
as unverified until you have seen the primary source with your own eyes.

Avoid: Memory for emotional events is more durable than
memory for neutral events (Brown & Kulik, 1977).

Better: Memory for emotional events is more durable than

memory for neutral events (Brown & Kulik, 1977, as cited
in Schacter, 2001).
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Quick takeaway: Cite what you have read, and be honest with
the as-cited-in label when you have not.

Don't over-quote when a paraphrase
would serve better

THE MISTAKE

Your paragraphs are stitched together from long block quotations, with only
a sentence of your own between them. The page reads like an anthology of
other people's voices, and your reader struggles to find your argument
underneath the wall of borrowed text.

WHY IT MATTERS

Quotations should be evidence, not filler. When you quote too much, you
surrender the analytical work to your sources and signal that you have not
digested the material. Most disciplines reserve direct quotation for wording
that is precise, distinctive, or contested, and paraphrase for everything else.

HOWTO FIX IT

Quote directly only when the exact words matter: a memorable phrasing, a
legal or literary text, a definition you will analyze, or a claim you want to
contest verbatim. For ordinary facts and findings, paraphrase so the
information flows in your own voice and serves your argument. As a rough
discipline, aim for most of your evidence to be paraphrased and let
quotations punctuate rather than dominate. Whenever you do quote, follow
it with your own interpretation so the reader hears you, not just the source.

Avoid: The author writes: "The industrial revolution began in
Britain in the late eighteenth century and spread across
Europe over the following decades, transforming

oeonnmioe and enmotioc nliko "

Better: The industrial revolution began in Britain in the late
eighteenth century and reshaped European economies
within decades (Allen, 2009).

Quick takeaway:  Quote for the words; paraphrase for the
ideas, and keep your own voice in charge.

Don't forget to cite paraphrased ideas, not
just direct quotes

THE MISTAKE

You assume that quotation marks are the only thing that triggers a citation,
so you paraphrase a source's argument freely and leave it uncited because
none of the words are borrowed. The idea, though, is still someone else's, and
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now it reads as your own original insight.

WHY IT MATTERS

Citation credits ideas, not merely strings of words. Borrowing a finding, an
argument, an interpretation, or a framework without acknowledgment is
plagiarism even if every word is yours. Uncited paraphrase is one of the most
common integrity violations precisely because writers wrongly believe
rewording removes the obligation.

HOW TO FIX IT

Attach a citation to every borrowed idea, whether you quote it or restate it.
After drafting a paragraph, ask of each claim: did I know this before reading
my sources, or did I learn it from one of them? If it came from a source, cite
it. Common knowledge that is widely known and undisputed needs no
citation, but when in doubt, cite. Place the citation close to the borrowed idea
so it is clear exactly which sentence the source supports.

Avoid: Bilingual children tend to develop stronger executive
control than their monolingual peers.

Better: Bilingual children tend to develop stronger executive
control than their monolingual peers (Bialystok, 2011).

Quick takeaway: Reword the sentence all you like; the
borrowed idea still needs a citation.

Don't mix citation styles within one
document

THE MISTAKE

Some of your in-text references use author-date parentheses, others use
footnote numbers, and your reference list blends APA capitalization with
MLA punctuation. Each entry may look fine alone, but together they reveal
that you copied formats from wherever you found them instead of applying
one consistent system.

WHY IT MATTERS

A citation style is a single coherent set of rules for both in-text references and
the reference list. Mixing styles confuses readers, breaks the link between a
citation and its full entry, and looks careless to instructors and reviewers who
read style consistency as a proxy for overall rigor.

HOW TO FIX IT

Confirm which style your assignment, journal, or discipline requires, then
apply it everywhere: in-text citations, reference list, capitalization, italics,
and punctuation. Keep one authoritative style guide or a trusted online quick
reference open as you write. If you reuse text or references from an earlier
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paper in a different style, reformat every borrowed entry rather than leaving
it in its original dress. A reference manager such as Zotero can enforce a
single style automatically and save hours of hand-formatting.

Avoid: One study found this effect (Smith 2018, p. 12), while
another reported the opposite.1

Better: One study found this effect (Smith, 2018, p. 12), while
another reported the opposite (Jones, 2020, p. 45).

Quick takeaway: Pick one citation style and let it govern every
reference from first page to last.

87 Don't misrepresent or cherry-pick your
sources

THE MISTAKE

You quote the one sentence that supports your thesis and ignore the
paragraph around it where the author qualifies, complicates, or even reverses
that point. Or you cite a study as proof of a claim its authors explicitly
cautioned against. The citation looks legitimate, but it distorts what the
source actually said.

WHY IT MATTERS

Misrepresenting sources is a serious breach of integrity, even when every
quotation is accurate, because honest scholarship requires representing
evidence fairly. Selective citation misleads readers, weakens your credibility
the moment someone checks the source, and undermines the very purpose of
grounding claims in evidence.

HOW TO FIX IT

Read enough of each source to understand its overall argument, not just the
line you want. Represent findings with their original qualifications, scope,
and uncertainty intact. When evidence cuts against your thesis, acknowledge
it and explain your reasoning rather than hiding it; engaging with
counter-evidence makes your argument stronger, not weaker. Before
finalizing, reread each source beside your use of it and ask whether the
author would recognize their work in your description.

Avoid: The drug was effective (Lee, 2019), making it a clear
treatment of choice.

Better: The drug showed modest benefits in a small trial, though

Lee (2019) cautioned that larger studies are needed before
clinical use.
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Quick takeaway: Represent each source as its author would
recognize 1it, including the parts that
complicate your case.

o Don't rely on weak or non-scholarly
sources

THE MISTAKE

You build a key argument on a random blog post, an undated web page, a
content-farm article, or a Wikipedia entry, treating it with the same authority
as peer-reviewed research. The claim may even be true, but the foundation
under your argument is one no careful reader will trust.

WHY IT MATTERS

Your argument is only as credible as the evidence beneath it. Sources without
expertise, editorial oversight, or transparent methods can be inaccurate,
biased, or simply unverifiable. Leaning on them, especially for central claims,
signals weak research skills and gives readers an easy reason to dismiss your
conclusions.

HOW TO FIXIT

Favor peer-reviewed articles, scholarly books, and reputable primary sources
for your central claims. Evaluate each source for authority, accuracy,
currency, and purpose: who wrote it, what evidence backs it, when it
appeared, and why it was produced. Use general web pages and
encyclopedias as starting points to find better sources, not as endpoints to
cite. When you must cite a non-scholarly source, such as a news report or
organizational document, do so deliberately and acknowledge its nature
rather than dressing it up as research.

Avoid: Coffee cures most chronic diseases, according to a wellness
blog I found online.

intake to lower cardiovascular risk (Poole et al., 2017).

Quick takeaway: Strong claims need strong sources, so judge

I Better: A meta-analysis of cohort studies links moderate coffee
I every reference before you lean on it.

Don't drop quotations in without
integrating them grammatically

THE MISTAKE
You set a full-sentence quotation beside your own sentence with no
connecting words, creating a jolt where two voices collide. The quotation
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floats on its own, ungrammatical against the surrounding text, and the reader
cannot tell why it is there or how it fits your point.

WHY IT MATTERS

A dropped quotation, sometimes called a hanging or floating quotation,
interrupts the flow and forces the reader to do the work of connecting it to
your argument. Well-integrated quotations read smoothly, stay grammatical
with the sentence around them, and make clear what the borrowed words are
doing for you.

HOW TO FIX IT

Frame every quotation with a signal phrase that names the source and a verb
that conveys its stance, such as argues, notes, or disputes. Weave the quoted
words into your own grammar so the full sentence reads correctly, using
brackets or ellipses to adjust as needed. After the quotation, add a sentence
of your own that interprets it and ties it to your point, so the reader hears the
source and you in conversation rather than the source standing alone.

Avoid: Many students struggle with time management.
"Procrastination is a failure of self-regulation, not

ln7zinoce "

Better: As Steel (2007) explains, procrastination is best
understood as "a failure of self-regulation, not laziness" (p.
65), which suggests that time-management training should
taraet self-reaulation skills.
Quick takeaway: Frame, integrate, and interpret every
quotation so it never floats alone on the page.

Don't let your reference list be
inconsistent or incomplete

THE MISTAKE

Your reference list is missing entries for sources you cited, includes works
you never mentioned, and formats entries unevenly, with some lacking page
numbers, dates, or publishers. A reader who tries to follow your citations hits
dead ends and broken trails throughout the list.

WHY IT MATTERS

The reference list is the verifiable backbone of your scholarship; it lets
readers locate every source and check your evidence. Gaps and
inconsistencies break that function, suggest rushed or careless work, and can
read as a failure of integrity even when none was intended. Every in-text
citation must lead to a complete, accurate entry.

HOWTO FIXIT

Cross-check your reference list against your in-text citations in both
directions: every citation must have an entry, and every entry must be cited.
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Confirm each entry has all required elements for your style, such as author,
year, title, source, and locating information like pages, publisher, or a
working DOI or URL. Apply the same formatting, capitalization, and order to
every entry. A reference manager helps, but always proofread the output,
since automated tools introduce errors of their own.

I Avoid: Smith, J. Identity online. Some journal. 2018.

Better: Smith, J. (2018). Identity online: Self-presentation in
digital spaces. Journal of Media Studies, 12(3), 45-67.
https://doi.org/10.1000/xyz123

Quick takeaway:  Make every citation lead to a complete,

consistent entry, and every entry lead back to
a citation.
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CHAPTER 10

Argument, Evidence,
Revision & Submission

Making your case airtight and polishing the work before it
leaves your hands

TIPS 91-100

Every piece of academic writing is, at heart, an argument. You are
asking a skeptical reader to accept a conclusion, and your only currency
is the quality of your reasoning and the strength of your evidence. The
most elegant prose in the world cannot rescue a claim that is
unsupported, a leap that is logically broken, or a conclusion that
reaches further than the data will allow. Readers trained to look for
cracks will find them, and once they do, your credibility is hard to win
back.

But a sound argument is only half the job. The other half is the
unglamorous work of revision and submission: the careful, repeated
passes that turn a rough draft into a finished one, and the discipline to
follow the rules that govern how your work is received. This is where
good writers separate themselves from merely capable ones. They treat
the draft as a beginning, not an end.

This final chapter brings both halves together. The first tips sharpen
how you build and defend your case; the rest help you polish, check,
and deliver it. Master these, and your work will leave your hands ready
to be taken seriously.
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Don't state claims without evidence

THE MISTAKE

Writers assert conclusions as if stating them makes them true. A sentence
like "This approach is clearly the most effective' floats free, unattached to any
data, citation, or reasoning. The reader is simply expected to agree because
the author sounds confident.

WHY IT MATTERS

Academic readers grant nothing on authority alone. An unsupported claim is
not an argument; it is an opinion, and reviewers treat it as a weakness or an
oversight. Worse, one bare assertion makes readers suspect that your other
claims are equally hollow, so the doubt spreads across the whole piece.

HOWTO FIX IT

Pair every substantive claim with its support, and make the link explicit. Ask
of each assertion: how do I know this, and how does the reader know I know
it? Attach the evidence directly, whether that is a citation, a number, an
example, or a chain of reasoning. Distinguish what you have demonstrated
from what you are assuming, and signal the difference with phrases like 'the
data show' versus 'we expect.' If you cannot find support for a claim, that is a
sign to soften it, cut it, or go find the evidence first.

Avoid: Social media use is clearly harmful to adolescent mental
honlth

Better: A 2019 longitudinal study of 6,500 teenagers found that
those reporting more than three hours of daily social media
use had significantly higher rates of anxiety and
depression (Riehm et al., 2019).

Quick takeaway: If you would not accept the claim from a
stranger without proof, do not ask your
reader to.

a Don't ignore counterarguments

THE MISTAKE

Writers present only the evidence that flatters their thesis and pretend the
opposing view does not exist. The argument reads as one-sided cheerleading,
and any reader who knows the field can immediately name the objection you
conveniently skipped.

WHY IT MATTERS

Ignoring counterarguments does not make them disappear; it just means the
reader raises them for you, and you are not there to answer. It signals either
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that you are unaware of the debate or that you are hiding inconvenient facts.
Both readings damage your authority and hand ammunition to a reviewer.

HOW TO FIX IT

Actively seek out the strongest version of the opposing position, not a weak
caricature, and address it head-on. Acknowledge what the other side gets
right, then explain why your conclusion still holds: perhaps your evidence is
stronger, the objection applies to a narrower case, or the cost the objection
raises is outweighed by other gains. Engaging seriously with
counterarguments is not a concession of weakness; it is a demonstration of
confidence and command of the field. It tells the reader you have
stress-tested your own thinking.

Avoid: Remote work increases productivity, so all companies
should adopt it permanently.

critics rightly note it can weaken collaboration and
mentorship; these costs, however, can be managed with
periodic in-person sessions rather than abandoning the
model.

Quick takeaway: Answer the objection in your draft, or let

‘ Better: Remote work raises productivity for many roles, though
I your reader answer it against you.

03 Don't confuse correlation with causation

THE MISTAKE

Writers observe that two things move together and conclude that one causes
the other. Because ice cream sales and drowning rates rise in tandem, the
careless writer implies that ice cream causes drowning, ignoring that summer
heat drives both.

WHY IT MATTERS

This is one of the most common and most damaging errors in evidence-based
writing. A correlation can arise from a hidden third variable, from reverse
causation, or from pure coincidence. Asserting causation from correlation
alone is a logical leap that any informed reader will catch, and it can quietly
invalidate your central conclusion.

HOWTO FIX IT

Treat correlation as an invitation to ask why, not as an answer. Before
claiming that A causes B, rule out the obvious alternatives: could B cause A,
could a third factor cause both, could the link be chance? Use cautious,
accurate language for correlational findings, such as 'is associated with' or 'is
linked to," and reserve causal verbs like 'causes,' 'leads to,' or 'produces' for
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evidence that actually supports them, typically controlled experiments or
carefully designed causal inference. When in doubt, describe the relationship
and let the reader see exactly how strong your causal claim really is.

Avoid: Students who own more books score higher on tests, so
giving every child books will raise test scores.

tests, though this association may reflect family income
and educational environment rather than the books
themselves.

Quick takeaway: Things that move together are not always

| Better: Students who own more books tend to score higher on
I things where one moves the other.

Don't overstate what your evidence
actually supports

THE MISTAKE

Writers stretch a modest finding into a sweeping claim. A small study of one
population becomes 'this proves,' a preliminary result becomes a universal
law, and a statistically significant but tiny effect is reported as a dramatic
breakthrough. The conclusion outruns the data.

WHY IT MATTERS

Overstatement is a credibility trap. Careful readers compare your conclusions
against your results, and when the conclusion reaches further than the
evidence allows, they distrust everything you say. Ironically, overclaiming
makes strong findings look weaker, because it suggests you cannot judge the
limits of your own work.

HOW TO FIX IT

Match the scope of your claim to the scope of your evidence, precisely. If you
studied one city, do not generalize to all cities; if your sample was small, say
so and limit your conclusions accordingly. Use calibrated language that
reflects your actual certainty, and reserve words like 'prove,' 'always,' and 'all'
for cases that truly earn them. State your limitations openly rather than
hoping readers will not notice; a frank account of what your evidence cannot
show is a mark of rigor, and it makes the claims you do assert far more
believable.

Avoid: Our survey proves that consumers everywhere prefer
eco-friendly packaging.
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Better: Our survey of 400 shoppers in two urban supermarkets
suggests a preference for eco-friendly packaging among
this group, though broader sampling would be needed to
aeneralize.

Quick takeaway:  Claim exactly what your evidence shows,

and not one inch more.

Don't submit a first draft

THE MISTAKE

Writers finish the last sentence, feel a wave of relief, and send the work off
immediately. The draft that arrives is the one written under deadline
pressure, full of half-formed transitions, repeated points, and ideas that
made sense at midnight but not in daylight.

WHY IT MATTERS

A first draft is for getting your thinking onto the page; it is almost never the
draft where the thinking is clear. Structure problems, weak arguments, and
clumsy phrasing are invisible in the heat of composition. Submitting that
version means a reader encounters your raw thoughts rather than your
considered ones, and they judge accordingly.

HOWTO FIXIT

Build revision into your timeline as a non-negotiable stage, not an optional
extra. Finish the draft early enough to step away from it for at least a day so
you can return with fresh, critical eyes. Then revise in deliberate layers: first
the big picture (Is the argument sound? Is the structure logical?), then
paragraphs and flow, and only last the sentence-level polish. Expect to cut,
reorder, and rewrite substantial portions. The gap in quality between a first
draft and a third is enormous, and it is almost entirely within your control.

Avoid: The writer types the final sentence at 2 a.m. and hits
submit before going to bed.

Better: The writer finishes a day early, sleeps on it, then spends
the next day revising structure, arguments, and wording
before submitting.

Quick takeaway: The first draft is where you discover what

you think; later drafts are where you make
others believe it.
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a Don't rely on spellcheck alone

THE MISTAKE

Writers run the spellchecker, see no red underlines, and assume the text is
clean. They trust the software to catch what their eyes might miss, and treat a
green checkmark as proof that the proofreading is done.

WHY IT MATTERS

Spellcheck only knows whether a word exists, not whether it is the right
word. It happily approves 'their' for 'there,’ 'form' for 'from," 'pubic' for
'public,’ and 'manger’' for 'manager.' These are real words in the wrong place,
and they are exactly the errors that embarrass writers and distract readers,
precisely because the tool is blind to them.

HOWTO FIX IT

Use spellcheck as a first pass, never the last. Follow it with a careful human
read focused on the errors machines miss: homophones, missing words,
doubled words, wrong verb tenses, and the names of people, places, and
works, which spellcheck routinely mangles or ignores. Grammar checkers
help but make confident wrong suggestions, so accept their advice only when
you understand why. Reading slowly, or aloud, forces your eye onto each
word rather than letting it skim the familiar shape of a sentence. The
software catches typos; only you can catch the wrong correct word.

Avoid: The results clearly show a significant affect on patient
outcomes form the new treatment.

Better: The results clearly show a significant effect on patient
outcomes from the new treatment.

Quick takeaway: Spellcheck confirms a word exists; only you
can confirm it belongs.

Don't proofread only on screen

THE MISTAKE

Writers do all their checking in the same window where they wrote the piece,
scrolling through the document on the same screen, in the same font, at the
same size. They never change the medium, so their eyes never see the text in
a genuinely new way.

WHY IT MATTERS

Your brain learns to skim familiar text. After hours staring at a document on
screen, you read what you meant to write rather than what is actually there,
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gliding past errors your mind silently autocorrects. The unchanging visual
context lets mistakes hide in plain sight, which is why glaring typos survive a
dozen on-screen reviews.

HOW TO FIX IT

Change the medium to reset your eyes. Print the document and proofread on
paper, where errors leap out in a way they never do on a monitor. If you
prefer to stay digital, alter the presentation: change the font, increase the
size, switch to a different device, or convert the file to PDF. Any of these
breaks the familiarity that lets your brain skim. Reading on paper also makes
it easier to mark problems and to see the whole layout, including spacing and
formatting issues, at once. The goal is simple: make the text look unfamiliar
enough that you read it again as if for the first time.

Avoid: The writer rereads the thesis five times in the same editor
and still misses a duplicated 'the the' on page two.

Better: The writer prints the thesis, reads it on paper with a pen
in hand, and immediately spots the duplicated word and
three other slips.

Quick takeaway:  Change how the text looks, and you will

finally see what it says.

Don't ignore the formatting and
submission guidelines

THE MISTAKE

Writers pour all their energy into the content and treat the submission rules
as an afterthought, or skip them entirely. They use the wrong citation style,
exceed the word limit, ignore margin and spacing requirements, or miss a
required section, assuming the quality of the work will excuse the lapses.

WHY IT MATTERS

Guidelines are not bureaucratic noise; they are the conditions under which
your work will be accepted at all. Journals desk-reject papers that ignore
their format before an editor reads a word. Instructors deduct marks for
non-compliance. Failing to follow clear instructions signals carelessness and
a lack of respect for the reader's process, and it can sink excellent work on a
technicality.

HOW TO FIX IT

Find the guidelines before you start and read them in full, then read them
again before you submit. Make a literal checklist from them: citation style,
word or page limit, font, spacing, margins, section headings, file format,
anonymization for blind review, and any required forms or cover letters. Tick
off every item. Pay special attention to word counts and reference style, the
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two most common stumbling blocks. If anything is ambiguous, ask rather
than guess. Following the rules exactly costs you an hour; ignoring them can
cost you the entire submission.

Avoid: The writer submits a 9,000-word paper in MLA style to a
journal that requires APA and a 6,000-word maximum.

Better: The writer trims the paper to 5,900 words, converts every

citation to APA, and confirms each guideline against a
checklist before submitting.

Quick takeaway: The best argument in the world loses to the

rule it forgot to follow.
Don't try to edit for everything in a single
pass
THE MISTAKE

Writers attempt to fix structure, logic, word choice, grammar, citations, and
typos all at the same time, in one read-through. They jump from rewriting a
paragraph to hunting a comma to questioning the whole section, and end up
doing each job poorly.

WHY IT MATTERS

Editing draws on different kinds of attention, and they interfere with each
other. When you are judging whether an argument holds together, you
cannot also catch a misplaced apostrophe; the two require different mental
modes. Trying to do everything at once means you do nothing thoroughly,
and errors slip through in every category because your focus is always
divided.

HOWTO FIX IT

Edit in separate, dedicated passes, each with a single mission. Make the first
pass about the big picture: structure, argument, and whether each section
earns its place. Make the next about paragraphs and flow: transitions, order,
and coherence. Then a sentence-level pass for clarity and word choice.
Finally, a pure proofreading pass for grammar, spelling, and punctuation,
and ideally a separate check of citations and formatting. Working top-down
this way means you do not polish a sentence you later cut, and each pass gets
your full, undivided attention. It feels slower but produces far cleaner work.

Avoid: The writer reads through once, simultaneously
reorganizing sections, rewording sentences, and fixing
typos, and misses problems in all three.
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Better: The writer makes one pass for structure, another for flow,
a third for sentences, and a final pass for proofreading,
catching far more each time.

Quick takeaway: One job per pass beats every job at once,
every time.

Don't skip reading your work aloud

THE MISTAKE

Writers do all their revising silently, in their heads. They never hear the
words, so they never notice the sentence that runs out of breath, the phrase
that trips the tongue, the rhythm that lurches, or the place where the
meaning quietly collapses but the eye slides right over it.

WHY IT MATTERS

Your ear catches what your eye forgives. Reading silently, you fill in missing
words, smooth over awkward constructions, and read your intended meaning
rather than the words on the page. Spoken aloud, every clumsy clause, every
too-long sentence, every accidental repetition and tonal wrong note
announces itself. The mouth stumbles where the eye sailed past.

HOWTO FIXIT

Before any piece leaves your hands, read it aloud, slowly, from start to finish,
exactly as written. When you stumble, do not just push through; that stumble
marks a sentence your reader will stumble on too, so fix it. Listen for
sentences so long you run out of air, for words you keep repeating, for a
rhythm that drags or a transition that jolts. Reading aloud is the single most
effective revision technique most writers never use, because it recruits a fresh
sense entirely and exposes problems silent reading hides. It is the perfect
final check: if your work sounds clear, confident, and right to the ear, it is
ready to meet its reader.

Avoid: The writer scans the conclusion silently, approves it, and
never hears that the final sentence is forty words long and
impossible to follow.

Better: The writer reads the conclusion aloud, runs out of breath

halfway through the final sentence, and splits it into two
clear, confident statements.

Quick takeaway: If it does not sound right when you say it, it
will not read right when they read it.
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A Final-Pass Revision
Checklist

Each question distills a chapter into a single check. Answer yes to all
fifteen, and your draft is ready to meet its reader.

O oodofboo0odoOodddnod

Have I understood exactly what the assignment asks, including its
genre and conventions?

Does a clear, arguable thesis appear early and govern the whole
paper?

Does each paragraph make one point, announced in a topic sentence?
Are my sections in a logical order, with signposts and transitions
between them?

Does old information lead to new information so each sentence flows
from the last?

Have I cut every word, phrase, and sentence that does not earn its
place?

Have I converted hidden nominalizations and needless passives into
strong verbs?

Is the tone formal, measured, and consistent, free of contractions and
slang?

Have I fixed fragments, comma splices, agreement errors, and
dangling modifiers?

Is my punctuation correct, especially commas, semicolons, and
apostrophes?

Have I chosen precise words and checked the ones I habitually
confuse?

Is every borrowed idea cited, every quotation integrated, every source
genuinely read?

Is my reference list complete, consistent, and in a single citation style?

Does every claim rest on evidence, and have I addressed the obvious
counterargument?

Have I revised in passes, read the work aloud, and proofread on paper,
not just on screen?
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Glossary of Key Terms

Antecedent
The noun a pronoun refers back to. "The study failed because it lacked
controls' uses 'study' as the antecedent of 'it.’

Cohesion
The web of links - connectives, repeated key terms, consistent reference
- that makes sentences feel connected rather than listed.

Comma splice
The error of joining two independent clauses with only a comma, as in
'"The data were clear, the conclusion followed.'

Hedging
Cautious language ('may,' 'suggests,' 'tends to') that signals appropriate
uncertainty. Useful in small doses, fatal when stacked.

Nominalization
A verb or adjective turned into a noun, such as 'investigation' from
'investigate.' Overuse drains energy from prose.

Paraphrase
Restating a source's idea fully in your own words and sentence
structure, with a citation. Not a few swapped synonyms.

Patchwriting
A flawed paraphrase that keeps the source's structure and most of its
words. A common, often unintentional, form of plagiarism.

Parallelism
Using the same grammatical form for items in a series: 'reading,
writing, and revising,' not 'reading, to write, and revision.'

Signposting
Words and phrases (first,’ 'in contrast,’ 'this suggests') that tell the
reader where the argument is going.
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Thesis
The central, arguable claim a paper sets out to defend, usually stated
near the end of the introduction.

Topic sentence
The sentence, usually first, that announces the single point a paragraph

will make.

Voice (active/passive)
Active: 'researchers measured the sample.' Passive: 'the sample was
measured.' Prefer active unless the actor is unknown or irrelevant.
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Further Reading

The following works informed this handbook and reward deeper
study. Together they form a short shelf that will repay any writer
many times over.

Strunk, W., & White, E. B.

The Elements of Style

The classic short manual on clarity, brevity, and the discipline of cutting
needless words.

Williams, J. M., & Bizup, J.

Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace

The definitive guide to readable academic prose, built around the principle
of old-to-new flow.

Sword, H.

Stylish Academic Writing

Evidence that scholarly writing can be both rigorous and a pleasure to
read, with examples across disciplines.

Booth, W. C., Colomb, G. G., & Williams, J. M.

The Craft of Research
How to frame a research question, build an argument, and anticipate a
reader's objections.

American Psychological Association

Publication Manual of the APA

The standard reference for APA style, citation, and the mechanics of
scholarly formatting.

University of Chicago Press
The Chicago Manual of Style

An exhaustive authority on punctuation, citation, and editorial convention.

Pinker, S.

The Sense of Style
A modern, cognitively grounded take on why good writing works and bad
writing fails.

99



100 TIPS TO AVOID MISTAKES IN ACADEMIC WRITING

Zinsser, W.

On Writing Well

A warm, durable guide to nonfiction whose lessons on simplicity transfer
directly to academic prose.

Write clearly, cite honestly, and revise without mercy.

The rest is just practice.
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