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Academic Tone 
Throughout your time at University Twente you will have several assignments which require academic 
writing style which may include technical reports, research papers, essays, theses, and more. While 
there are some differences in style between these different types of assignments, they all require an 
academic tone. This handout will help you understand what is meant by academic tone and how to 
implement it in your writing.  Always clarify with your instructor what is required in terms of academic 
tone.  Reflective essays may allow for more subjective and casual language, but not always. 

There is no recipe for academic writing, but there are commonly accepted conventions which can be 
learned.  The acronym FOCSI is a useful tool for remembering five qualities of academic writing, which 
are being: Formal, Objective, Cautious, Succinct, and Impersonal. 

Formal – avoid colloquial or conversational language 

• Replace general vague language with more precise or academic terms: 
 good     effective, beneficial 
 a lot     numerous, multiple 
 important    crucial, essential 
 
• Clichés and idiomatic phrases should not be used, such as: 
 all in all     in summary  
 go hand in hand   are associated with 
 on the same page   in agreement 
 
• Do not use contractions, instead write out the words:  
 isn’t       is not 
 that’s     that is 
 it’ll     it will 
 
• Abbreviations should also be avoided, including etc. and e.g. It is better to say “for example”.    
 
• Do not use exclamation marks and avoid phrasing sentences as a question.    

 

Objective – avoid personal interpretations and biases 

• You need to present your claims using neutral language, backed up with evidence and logic.   
 This approach is perfect. This approach appears effective due to…. 
 X is the best solution.  X shows potential because…. 
 People who do X are lazy. individual engaging in X may face challenges such as…. 
 
• Avoid using emotive language.   
 amazing    notable, significant 
 terrible    problematic, detrimental 
 frightening   concerning, risky 
 

  



 

 

 
 

2 

 

 

Cautious – leave room for discussion rather than being certain about 

your claims 

• Academic writing is open minded and enquiring rather than being absolutely certain about claims.   
definitely    likely, is probable 
never    rarely, in few cases 
always    often, frequently 
clearly shows   appears to indicate  
 
 

Succinct - use as few words as possible to convey your message clearly 

In the fewest words possible, readers of your assignments must grasp exactly what you mean.  
• Cut out anything which does not directly help further your message.   
 In the event that it rains, we will cancel the trip. 

 ⇾ If it rains, we will cancel the trip. 
 
 Due to the fact that the results were inconclusive, the experiment was repeated. 

 ⇾ Because the results were inconclusive, the experiment was repeated. 

 
• Avoid redundant language such as:   
 end result 
 new innovation 
 variety of different aspects 
 

Impersonal - write in a neutral and objective style 

In essays and reports you should generally avoid personal pronouns (I/my, we/our, you/your, etc.).  
• Never use ‘I’ to express your opinion.  
 I believe that    It is generally believed that 
 I feel    In light of the evidence 
 
• Never use ‘you’ or ‘we’ in a way that includes the reader.  
 When we/you decide to accept cookies on the website…. 
 When users decide to accept…. 
 
• You can, however, use ‘I’ or ‘we’ (if you are part of a team) when describing your goals, 
 In this paper I propose an extension of the Common Greenhouse Ontology. 
 
• or when describing your methods. 
 In this study we interviewed 30 participants. 
 
• You may also have to use ‘I’ more frequently when writing reflective assignment or personal 
 portfolios.  
 
 


