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How to Become a Better Academic Writer 
 

Writing for university is different from writing to your friends. It follows specific rules to 

make your ideas clear and professional. Here are five important steps to help you 

improve, plus some excellent free tools you can use online! 

 

1. Plan Before You Write 

 

Don't start writing your essay immediately. Spend time thinking and organizing first. 

 

▪ Brainstorming: This means "shaking ideas out of your brain." You can draw a Mind 

Map (a circle with your main topic and lines connecting to smaller ideas) to see how 

your thoughts fit together.  

▪ Outlining: This is a "skeleton" or a plan of your paper. Write down your main points 

in the order you will write them. This stops you from getting lost later. 

 

2. Building Your Paragraph 

 

In academic English, a paragraph is more than just a group of sentences. It must have 

a specific shape: 

 

• Topic Sentence: The first sentence. It tells the reader exactly what the 

paragraph is about. 

• Supporting Sentences: These give facts, examples, or reasons to prove your 

topic sentence is true.  

• Concluding Sentence: The last sentence. It reminds the reader of the main 

point and "closes" the paragraph. 

• Unity: This means every sentence in your paragraph must talk about the same main idea. If a 

sentence is about a different topic, remove it! 

 

3. Transition to the Essay:  

 

While a paragraph focuses on one idea, an essay connects several 

paragraphs to explore a bigger topic. Think of a paragraph as a single 

room and an essay as the whole house. Here are the essential 

building blocks of an academic essay: 
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• The Thesis Statement: This is the most important sentence in your essay. Just as a Topic 

Sentence controls one paragraph, the Thesis Statement controls the entire essay. It usually 

appears at the end of your introduction. 

• The Introduction: This is the first paragraph. It introduces your topic and ends with your Thesis 

Statement to tell the reader what to expect.  

• Body Paragraphs: These are the "rooms" of your house. Each body paragraph must start with 

a Topic Sentence that supports one part of your Thesis Statement. 

• Transitions: These are the "hallways" that connect your rooms. Use linking words between 

paragraphs to show how your ideas relate to each other. 

• The Conclusion: This is the final paragraph. It summarizes your main points and leaves the 

reader with a final thought. 

 

3. Using an Academic Tone 

 

Academic writing should be formal. It is like wearing a suit to a job interview instead of a 

T-shirt. 

• No Contractions: Do not use "don't" or "can't." Write the full words: "do not" or 

"cannot." 

• Be Precise: Instead of saying "The results were good," say "The results 

were effective" or "successful." 

• Avoid overusing "I" and "You": Avoid overusing "I" and "you": use "I" only to 

clearly state your opinion (e.g., "I agree that..."), then focus on facts and reasons instead of 

repeating personal phrases like "I think." 

 

4. Using Other People’s Ideas (Avoiding Plagiarism) 

 

At university, you will read books and articles. You can use those ideas, but you must 

be careful. If you copy words without giving credit, it is called plagiarism, which is a 

serious mistake. 

• Paraphrasing: This is a very important skill. It means taking someone else's idea and rewriting 

it completely in your own words. You change the grammar and the vocabulary, but the meaning 

stays the same. 

• Quoting: If you want to use the author's exact words, you must put them 

inside quotation marks " ". 

• Citing: Whenever you use an idea from a book or a website (even if you 

paraphrase), you must write the author’s name and the year of the book. For 

example: (Miller, 2022). 
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5. Academic Vocabulary and Grammar 

 

Using the right words makes your writing stronger. 

• Transitions: Use "linking words" to connect your ideas. For example, 

use "However" to show a different idea, and "Furthermore" to add more information. 

• Subject-Verb Agreement: Always check if your subject matches your verb. 

(Example: "The student is..." vs. "The students are..."). 

 

Free Online Resources for Writing 
Here are some trusted websites that can help you when you are 

studying at home: 

 

1. For Grammar and Citations: The Purdue OWL The "Online 

Writing Lab" (OWL) from Purdue University is the most famous site for 

writers. It has clear rules on how to cite sources (APA/MLA) and how to avoid plagiarism. 

• Link: https://owl.purdue.edu 

 

2. For Vocabulary: The Academic Word List (AWL) This is a list of the most common words used 

in university books. If you learn these words, your writing will sound much more professional. 

• Link: https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/wordlists/academic-word-list 

 

3. For Better Sentences: Write & Improve (by Cambridge) Since we use Cambridge books in 

class, this is a great tool. You can practice writing a paragraph, and the website gives you a CEFR 

grade (like A2 or B1) and tells you how to improve your mistakes instantly. 

• Link: https://writeandimprove.com 

 

4. For Avoiding Plagiarism: Scribbr Citation Generator If you are confused about how to write 

the author's name and date (Citing), this free tool helps you create citations correctly. 

• Link: https://www.scribbr.com/citation/generator/ 

 

5. For Organizing Ideas: MindMeister This is a free online tool to create digital mind maps. It is 

very helpful for the "Brainstorming" step. 

• Link: https://www.mindmeister.com 

 

6. For Everything Academic: EAP Foundation This website is a "treasure chest" for 

students. It has clear explanations about different types of essays (like "Cause and Effect" or 

"Compare and Contrast") and even has videos to help you understand difficult topics. 

• Link: https://www.eapfoundation.com 

https://owl.purdue.edu/
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/wordlists/academic-word-list
https://writeandimprove.com/
https://www.scribbr.com/citation/generator/
https://www.mindmeister.com/
https://www.eapfoundation.com/
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7. For Quick Corrections: Grammarly (Free Version) Grammarly is like a digital editor that 

follows you while you write. The free version is excellent for catching basic mistakes of spelling, basic 

grammar, and punctuation. It also tells you if your "tone" sounds friendly, formal, or angry. 

• Link: https://www.grammarly.com 

 

8. For Better Sentences: QuillBot (Free Version) QuillBot is a "Paraphrasing" tool. It helps you 

rewrite sentences if you feel your English sounds too simple. In the free version, you can paste up to 

125 words at a time. It will give you different ways to say the same thing using "Standard" or "Fluency" 

modes. 

• Link: https://quillbot.com 

 

9. Virtual Writing Tutor: This is one of the best "all-in-one" free sites for EFL students. 

• What it does: It checks your grammar, but it also has a "Check Level" button. It can tell you if 

your writing is A2, B1, or B2 level! 

• Why it's great: It includes a "Cliché Checker" and a "Formal Tone" check to help students stop 

using "baby" words. 

• Link: https://virtualwritingtutor.com 

 

10. Manchester Academic Phrasebank: Writing the "first sentence" of a paragraph is often the 

hardest part for students. This website gives you thousands of professional phrases for different goals, 

such as“one of the main causes of...” (for cause and effect) or “in contrast to...” (for compare and 

contrast). 

• Link: https://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk 

 

11. SkELL (Sketch Engine for Language Learning): This is a simplified "Corpus" tool. A 

corpus is a huge collection of real English sentences. If you aren’t sure which word to use (for example, 

"do research" or "make research"), just type the word into SkELL and it will show you 40 real examples 

of how that word is used in a sentence. 

• Link: https://skell.sketchengine.eu 

•  

4. Paperpal: Paperpal is a newer AI tool designed specifically for academic writing, not just general 

writing. It suggests ways to make sentences sound more "scholarly" and professional. It is more "strict" 

than Grammarly. It has a free version that allows for a certain number of monthly checks. It is very 

popular for students writing their final theses or research papers. 

• Link: https://paperpal.com 

 

Pro Tip: Always read your writing out loud before you upload it. If you stumble or get confused 

while reading, your reader will likely be confused, too! 

  

https://www.grammarly.com/
https://quillbot.com/
https://virtualwritingtutor.com/
https://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/
https://skell.sketchengine.eu/
https://paperpal.com/
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A Note on Using AI (Like ChatGPT, Gemini, etc.)  
You might have heard about AI tools that can write text for you. While these tools can 

be helpful, they can also be dangerous for your studies if you do not use them correctly. 

 

 

 

How AI Can Help (The Right Way) The Dangers of AI (The Wrong Way) 

• Explaining Ideas: If you don't understand 

a topic, you can ask AI to "explain it simply." 

This helps you learn before you start writing. 

 

• Brainstorming: If you are stuck, you can 

ask AI for "5 ideas for an essay about the 

environment." It gives you a starting point, 

but you must still choose the best idea and 

do the research yourself. 

 

• Checking Your Grammar: You can ask AI 

to find mistakes in a paragraph you already 

wrote. This is a great way to learn from your 

errors. 

• Plagiarism: If you ask an AI to "write this essay 

for me" and you submit it as your own work, this 

is a serious form of cheating. Universities have 

special software to find AI-written text. 

 

• Hallucinations: Sometimes AI makes mistakes 

or invents facts and "fake" sources. Always 

check the information in a trusted book or 

website. 

 

• Missing Your Voice: Your teachers want to 

read your ideas and your progress. If an AI 

writes for you, you are not practicing the skills 

you need for your future career. 

 

The Golden Rule: Use AI as a tutor to help you learn, not as a ghostwriter to do 

the work for you. 
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