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The program
What is style?

How can we describe writing styles?

What are your tendencies as an academic writer? 



Style: the third canon of rhetoric
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Invention (of ideas to write about)

Arrangement (organization/genre)

Style (grammar and usage)

Memory (record of the text)

Delivery (performance of the text)



What is not style?
Organization (headings, titles, references) is 
separate from style

Narrative/story: the organization of your text is part 
of arrangement, not style

Argument/persuasion: this is part of invention

Genre: the social actions your text can have must 
be negotiated with publishers and editors

Sword includes these as part of her discussion of 
style; this is unhelpful



Style: Some definitions
Proper words in proper places. J. Swift

Style is a thinking out into language. J. Newman

Have something to say, and say it as clearly as you can. That is the only secret of 
style. M. Arnold

The old saying of Buffon’s that style is the man himself is as near the truth as we 
can get--but then most men mistake grammar for style, as they mistake correct 
spelling for words or schooling for education. S. Butler



Levels/registers of style
Low or plain (attenuata, subtile)

Suitable for instructing (docendi)



Middle or forcible (mediocris, 
robusta)

Suitable for moving



High or florid style (gravis, florida)

Suitable for charming (delectandi)



Components of style
Choice of words

Arrangement of words

Tropes and figures (schemes)

Functional/embellished

Asianism vrs. Atticism

Written vrs spoken

Economy of words vrs. copia

Simple/polysyllabic

Simple sentences/complex sentences

Metaphors, irony, hyperbole, parallelism

Direct/elaborated

Florid, highly mannered vrs. plain, severe

Texts vrs speech, video

Concise vrs. expansive

Handouts available at 



Sentence types

■ Identify the sentence styles used:

■ Simple (subject + verb + other)

■ Compound (simple sent. + [and/but/;] simple sent.)

■ Complex (dependent phrase/clause + main clause [simple 
sentence]

■ Compound-complex [simple + simple + dependent 
phrase/clause]



Beyond the sentence
Addressing the reader: “I,” “we,” “you”

“Voice”: how present are you in the text?

Tone: how direct are you? Do you qualify your assertions? How thoroughly do you 
cite background research?



Low or plain style



Welcome to Thug Kitchen, bitches. We’re 
here to help. We started our website to 
inspire motherfuckers to eat some goddam 
vegetables and adopt a healthier lifestyle. 
(25 words; 3 sentences)



Readability levels

http://www.on.literacy.ca/pubs/clear/20.htm



https://app.readable.com/text/?demo

Welcome to Thug Kitchen, bitches. 
We’re here to help. We started our 
website to inspire motherfuckers to eat 
some goddam vegetables and adopt a 
healthier lifestyle. (25 words; 3 
sentences)

https://app.readable.com/text/?demo


Linguistic registers

■ Levels of formality

■ Level of difficulty of vocabulary

■ Number of words in English: roughly 1 million

■ Number of words in all of Shakespeare: 24,000

■ Technical writing varieties of limited English: 1,000



Readability factors

■ information overload

■ unclear messages

■ difficult vocabulary

■ incomprehensible technical 
language

■ uninviting tones

■ content that does not specifically 
target their cohort

■ little organization

Friedman, D. B., & Hoffman-Goetz, L. (2003). Cancer coverage in North American publications targeting seniors. 
Journal of Cancer Education, 18(1), 43-47.

Readability studies of printed materials about cancer 
have shown them to be written at a Grade 10 level or 
higher, which leads to the following problems for seniors:



Middle or forcible



Gone are the days of large farmhouse 
kitchens like my Grandma Marion’s. 
Many of us now live in the city, where 
we are always thinking about space--or 
how little we have of it. But while our 
grandparents might have had the room 
to store a plethora of pans, utensils, and 
more, they actually had relatively few 
baking gadgets compared to what we 
have nowadays.



Gone are the days of large farmhouse 
kitchens like my Grandma Marion’s. 
Many of us now live in the city, where we 
are always thinking about space--or how 
little we have of it. But while our 
grandparents might have had the room 
to store a plethora of pans, utensils, and 
more, they actually had relatively few 
baking gadgets compared to what we 
have nowadays.

https://app.readable.com/text/?demo

https://app.readable.com/text/?demo


High or florid



Somehow, through a series of events 
complexly intertwined with many other 
facets of my life, I found myself serving as a 
teacher of bread making at the world’s 
largest culinary school, Johnson & Wales 
University, in Providence, Rhode Island. (38 
words)



Somehow, through a series of 
events complexly intertwined with 
many other facets of my life, I 
found myself serving as a teacher 
of bread making at the world’s 
largest culinary school, Johnson & 
Wales University, in Providence, 
Rhode Island.

Good = 60+



Academic style
Take a look at the handout with the abstract and part of the discussion section 
from an article I co-wrote (http://doi.org/10.16995/dscn.301).

1. Using the Template for Analysis sheet, identify stylistic features of that text. If 
you have access to one of your own documents, examine that instead.

2. Share your findings with others next to you.
3. Share your observations with the group.

Handouts available at 

http://doi.org/10.16995/dscn.301


Guidelines for revising drafts

■ Break the text into paragraphs

■ Vary your sentence length 

■ Vary your sentence types

■ Search for simpler words/vocabulary

■ Spell out acronyms

■ Define technical terms in your sentences


