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Language Upgrades for Academic Writing 

 

UPGRADE EXAMPLE 

 
1. VISUALIZE and target audience. 
 
Compare journal articles: FERs and GARs (on same 
research topic). 
 
Write a one-paragraph biographic summary for a field-
specific conference (with a particular audience in mind). 
 

 
Field-Expert Readers (FER): 
 
Filtering Methods for Image Restoration 
Chung, Julianne (unpublished Senior Thesis) 
 
General Readers (GARs): 
 
Making Blurry Images a Thing of the Past 
Chung, J. (2004). COMPOSE: The Department of Energy’s 
Computational Science Graduate Fellowship Annual Essay Contest 
Journal. Krell Institute 

 
2. Lay to rest, spurn, omit, ignore, and cull WEAK 
and COMMON VERBS. 

 
do feel get have let 
say show  tell think work 
 
and many more… 

 
3. Use PRECISE adjectives, adverbs, and nouns. 
 
Discard: 
A few, a great deal of, a lot of, awful, bad, big, good, 
hardly, kind of, some, sort of, etc. 

 
The molecular process transforms good cells into malignant ones. 
 
The molecular process transforms healthy cells into malignant ones. 

 
4. Use STRONG, burly, muscular, and tough VERBS  

 PAINT a picture with verbs 
 Substitute Weak Verbs 

o Phrasal Verbs 
o Informal, Common Verbs 
o “Be” Forms 

 
Visual Verb Hunt 
“Strong Verb” Marathon 
Tips to Avoid ‘Be’ Forms 

 
I pay attention to my daily behavior to be environmentally friendly. 
 
I monitor my daily behavior to be environmentally friendly. 
 
The best-selling author got a contract to write two more books. 
The best-selling author signed a contract to write two more books. 
 
The mapping project is an excellent example of the collaboration of 
international scientists. 
 
The mapping project furnishes an excellent example of the 
collaboration of international scientists. 

 
5. “Pepper” with SIGNAL Words, Phrases, and 
Structures 
  
 
PROBLEM-SOLUTION 
 Cause-and-Effect 
 Conditionals 
 Collocations 
 
COMMENTARY 
 Evaluative Words & Phrases 
 A Stencil  
 

 

 
PROBLEM-SOLUTION 
Cause-and-Effect Relationships: 
Greenhouse gas emissions may continue to increase, thereby 
changing the weather patterns. 
 
resolve a problem, settle an argument,  cause a crisis, prompt a 
recommendation, produce an outcome, stimulate a response 
 
Conditionals: 
The proposal would benefit children’s education if the teachers 
recognized the importance of environmental education. 
 
 
COMMENTARY 
Evaluative Words and Phrases: 
Despite the fact that Rose makes a convincing argument… he 
could have… 
 
By focusing on... the author neglected to… 
 
In the writer’s impressive article, he claimed… however, … 
 

Adapted From: Canseco, G. (2010). Inside Academic Writing: Understanding Audience and Becoming Part of the Academic Community. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 
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Exercise: ‘Strong Verb Marathon’ (Substitute a strong verb in Column B for the weak verbs in Column A). Notify me 
when finished to receive the answer key. 
 
Set One: 

Column A Column B 

build up 
hold on; hold fast 
get rid of; leave behind 
go faster; pick up the speed 
get done; carry out 
come with; go together with 
get into 
 

abandon 
accelerate 
access 
accompany 
accomplish 
accumulate 
adhere 
 

Set Two: 

Column A Column B 

do paperwork; give out 
be in favor of 
change 
to join, belong to 
stir up; mix up 
help 
study 
come near; make contact with 
take for granted; think 

 

alter 
administer 
approach 
aid 
affiliate 
analyze 
advocate 
assume  
agitate 

 
 
 
Strategy for Avoiding “be” Forms: 

Use Synonyms  
 

Use Simple Verb Forms Use Active Voice (when possible) 

o Exist, live, prevail, obtain, 
seem, appear, look 

o Occur, happen 
o Remain, stay, last, continue, 

endure, survive, persist 
o Attend, follow, accompany 

 
The librarian is at the library until 
8pm. 
 
The librarian remains at the 
library until 8pm 
 

Omit progressive –ing forms (rare in 
academic writing) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Witchcraft was altering social 
behavior by using spells, charms 
and potions. 
 
Witchcraft altered social behavior 
by using spells, charms and 
potions. 
 

Change the sentence structure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The women were prosecuted for 
sorcery and witchcraft. 
 
The colonial viceroyalty 
prosecuted the women for 
sorcery and witchcraft. 
 

Adapted From: Canseco, G. (2010). Inside Academic Writing: Understanding Audience and Becoming Part of the Academic Community. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press. 

 
 


