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A Fundamental Problem in English Academic Writing

Wai Ling Lai IME « 7813 REEaHS

Many students who study academic writing in English may think that the
difficulty in producing a satisfactory piece of (academic) writing is primarily due to
the limitation to express one’ s ideas and thoughts in English. But this is a mistakel!
Although a basic understanding of the grammar and punctuation is important to
producing a satisfactory piece of writing, writing involves much more than
knowing how to write in English (this is why native English speakers also have
difficulties in writing). This fact is obvious indeed if you think of a writing task in
your native language. Suppose that you are a Japanese native speaker and have
mastered a good level of understanding of Japanese grammar and punctuation.
Do you think that you will have no difficulty at all in carrying out the writing task

in Japanese? The answer is almost definitely NO.

The difficulty in producing a satisfactory piece of writing, in my opinion, is
fundamentally due to a lack of proper training in thinking skills. No doubt, a piece
of writing can be one of many kinds (e.g. essay, report, book review, project,
dissertation, thesis, etc), and it can take one of many forms (e.g. chronology
writing, description writing, compare/contrast writing, summary writing, analysis
writing, evaluating writing, etc). But by and large, all the unsatisfactory writings
can be categorized into either writings that are poorly organized or writings that
fail to deliver a coherent argument. hence they are unable to convey what is in a
writer’ s mind in a clear, coherent and persuasive manner. These symptoms of
unsatisfactory writings - i.e. the lack of a clear structure and coherent argument,
in my opinion, reflect that the writers lack the ability of knowing how one thought
can be correctly and incorrectly connected with another thought.

Indeed, the problem of thinking skills manifests itself in most parts of our
everyday reasoning. For example, consider how you can explain why you cannot
drive your car to work today. Of course there are countless reasons for why you
cannot drive your car to work today (e.g. it could be that your car was stolen or



borrowed by someone else, etc). But for illustration purpose, let’ s just suppose
that the reason is that your car was stolen. | guess that many of you would think
that such reason alone provides a sufficient ground for the claim - | cannot drive
my car to work today (in the sense that if you were asked “why you cannot drive
your car to work today” , you would promptly answer that “because my car was
stolen” without any hesitation). But if we look into the connection between the
reason and the claim more carefully, we shall see that the former cannot be a
sufficient ground for the latter because the former is not directly connected with
the latter. Without going into details, in order for the reason - My car was stolen -
to be correctly connected with the claim - | cannot drive my car to work today, we
have to include two other reasons, namely (1) | have only one car, and (2) | have

to go to work today.

To be sure, what has been shown here by no means suggests that we
should adopt a more careful and comprehensive way of reasoning in our
everyday life. There are well-established social factors that explain why everyday
reasoning is conducted in such a causal way. However, if such reasoning style
were to be adopted in a formal writing, then the writing could hardly be clear and
persuasive about what the writer wants to convey. Unlike everyday reasoning,
reasoning in writing has to be more careful and comprehensive. Any piece of
writing that fails to show how the writer’ s thoughts are correctly connected is

likely to be an unsatisfactory piece of writing.
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