
Academic writing: what does it mean? 

Writing styles vary. Different styles are used for different purposes and in different 
circumstances. They can be: 

• very informal: in emails, texts, cards etc. 
• very formal: in academic texts and articles, assignments, and theses. 
• technical: aimed at specialists, using technical or scientific language and diagrams  

Most of the writing required at Tai Poutini Polytechnic, including that used in assignments and 
assessment, is fairly formal and is called “academic writing”. 

Academic writing can differ from department to department and subject to subject, but does have 
a number of common features: 

• it has a specific theme or answers a specific question, using a logical argument 
• it follows fairly strict guidelines or conventions 
• it is    

o formal (no slang, no text language, no abbreviations or shortening of words, use 
full sentences rather than lists or bullet points, limit the use of acronyms) 

o objective (impersonal, avoid using the 1st person – I or me - unless you are 
instructed otherwise) 

o planned and well-organised with a recognized structure (the correct structure for 
an essay, a report, or a literature review) 

o well researched and referenced (acknowledging other writers and sources with the 
correct citation format as specified by your tutor. Most departments at Tai Poutini 
Polytechnic use APA Referencing) 

o grammatically correct and with correct spelling (use a spellchecker and 
edit/proofread thoroughly) 

Good academic writing 

• answers the question(s) posed  
• provides evidence showing you have thought about, researched and understood the topic 
• presents an argument supported by examples and other evidence 
• is objective 
• is well-structured 
• reads well, flows logically from one section to the next 
• is stylistically and grammatically correct 
• is correctly referenced 
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