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Summary 

     This short project presents an analysis of the varying nature of academic-writing problems of 

the students at the University of Oslo, the effects of these problems on the students’ progress, 

and the main factors of these problems, with recommendations. The main purpose of this study is 

to apprise the Academic Writing Center (the University of Oslo) of the issues the university 

students face regarding their writing style while studying at Oslo University, and to recommend 

measures to enhance its operation. However, this study can be insightful for the students too. The 

investigation is based on the views collected from the students belonging to different disciplines 

at graduate and postgraduate levels. The data (i.e. the students’ views) have been elicited through 

open-ended interviews with the students. Additionally, the consultant’s (i.e. the researcher) 

personal experience as an international student at the University of Oslo also proved to be 

relevant and useful in this investigation. This is, primarily, an observation-based study. The 

results show that mainly the international students, and among them the non-European and non-

American ones, face problems with their prose style. These problems appear equally relevant to 

the varying (educational) backgrounds of the students and to the errors in their language use.  
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1. Introduction 

Organized writing, no doubt, represents organized thinking. But, it also encourages 

organization in mind if there is less or no organization before. In other words, lucid writing is not 

only a reflection of lucid thinking but is also a good tool to acquire such thinking. Many students 

studying at the University of Oslo report that their assignments do not receive satisfactory 

remarks from the instructors regarding their prose style. This issue becomes more serious when a 

student does not find the expected result against the effort she puts in her writing, and her writing 

style has a connection with this. This serious scenario is the main movement behind this project. 

2. Delimitations, material, and method 

The time allowed to complete this project is short, and this shortage of time has bearing on 

several aspects of this study such as scope, data collection, representativeness etc. 

This study is confined to the sample of twelve students, studying at bachelor, master and 

doctoral levels, at the University of Oslo Norway. The informants having American, 

Argentinean, Bangla Deshi, British, Chinese, Norwegian, Pakistani, Russian, Somali, and 

Ukrainian backgrounds have been selected under opportunity-sampling. The consultant (i.e. the 

researcher) has held informal open-ended interviews (irretrievable) with them to share their 

experiences about their academic writing at the University of Oslo. The conversation with each 

of the informants revolve mainly around these points: if the informant has ever received critical 

remarks about her writing style from any instructor at the university, mainly in which 

course(s)/subject(s) it happened, the nature of problem (with the writing), the informant’s 

subsequent step, any improvement noted, and any other view the informant wanted to share. The 

considerations on how to motivate the students to take full advantage of the Academic Writing 

Center located in the university and what the writing center can offer them against their needs 

have been presented near the end of this paper. Prior to that, however, there is a presentation of 

the analysis of the problems with the students’ writing styles, the effects of these problems on 

their progress, the factors these problem, and recommendations. 

3. The analysis 

The students who belong to computer and natural sciences inform that they seldom receive 

any negative remarks about their writing style from any teacher. If they ever did, the remarks 

suggested only very slight changes in their writings. 
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It is found that the courses in which assignments get bad remarks about the prose style are 

not confined to any particular type. 

The students who get negative remarks on their prose style inform that these remarks, 

generally, include: 

1. The writing lacks argument/coherence. 

2. The writing is difficult to understand. 

3. One or more particular ideas are underdeveloped or overemphasized. 

4. The writing needs to be precise/the writing involves verbosity. 

5. The writing is (a little) awkward. 

6. The sentence structure needs to be improved. 

7. The writing has grammatical errors. 

8. The writing lacks proper citation. 

Among the students showing problematic writing styles, the number of international non-

European and non-American students is comparatively high. Also, the problems with academic 

writing appear more in the students of humanities, and less in the students of computer/natural 

sciences, being social sciences in-between. The emphasis on a particular fault varies from 

student to student. Each student shows different level of intensity of a particular fault. 

The most of the students take the issue of a problematic writing style casually, and do not 

take any serious step to figure it out. Among those who take this issue seriously, the majority 

relies on their unguided or less-guided practice whereas only a few students consider taking 

proper advice from an expert. 

The informants who try to clear their problematic writing style in any way report 

improvement in their academic writing; however, it is not up to the level of their satisfaction. 

Most of them think that solving the writing problems requires much time, and it is not a matter of 

merely days or weeks. 

Besides, this is also notable that the different pieces of writing of one student receive varying 

comments though similar in nature from different teachers. Further, one of the consultant’s 

personal experiences relating to the problems with his writing style at the University of Oslo 

seems relevant to mention here, that is, when the consultant got one piece of writing checked by 

one of his teachers at two different occasions. The piece of writing (around 1500 words) that the 

consultant got examined at first was set as a part in a larger piece of writing (around 4000 words) 
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he submitted later to the same teacher.  The writing was of a descriptive nature (as in stylistic 

analyses, literary presentations, literary critiques, philosophical discussions etc.). Having 

received the feedback both times, however, the consultant found that the teacher’s remarks on 

the same piece were different at the two occasions: a couple of things relating to the writing style 

that were encouraged or that were not marked as erroneous in the first piece of writing turned out 

to be erroneous in the second piece of writing. There can be three possible explanations for such 

an issue. First, all teachers might not be inconsistent like this. Second, one particular teacher 

might not be inconsistent like this every time. Third, and the probable one, this is not an 

inconsistency, but a process of gradual refinement through the course/session. That is, the nature 

of remarks gradually changes as the students go from initial stage to more developed stages; the 

teacher’s expectation and the demand from the students, probably, increase with their 

development within the course. However, this can be confusing for the students who are novice 

in this system and who are already struggling with an ‘unwelcomed’ writing style. 

4. The effects 

Whether they take it seriously or not, the informants agree that a problematic prose style 

affects their progress in one or another way. It is found that a problematic writing style yields 

negative effects of different types. Only the main ones are presented here. 

Firstly, a particular effect of a problematic prose style is on the academic performance of a 

student, resulting in negative remarks by a teacher and affected grades. Since the student’s 

presentation does not satisfy/clarify her ideas at the teacher’s or the marker’s end, it brings 

negative remarks or low grades (or both).  

Secondly, the negative remarks or the affected grades (or both), in turn, causes mental stress 

for the learner, because she puts her maximum effort in her writings but the outcome appears 

lower than the expected. In this way, a problematic writing style also has a general impact on the 

mental condition of the learner, i.e. unnecessary mental stress and frustration due to quite 

unexpected criticism and grades. 

Thirdly, the lack or absence of clarity between the student and the teacher affects not only the 

student’s presentation at the teacher’s end but it may also affect the teacher’s expression (e.g. the 

questions in the assignments, and other instruction) at the student’s end. That is, the student may 

also not be able to fully understand the phrasing of the questions or instruction. 

Thus, a problematic writing style can become a really challenging ‘confounding variable’. 
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5. The factors 

However, a problematic writing style is only a symptom of something unacceptable going on 

at the students’ end. Therefore, a diagnosis of the factors of this symptom is desirable. This 

section includes the main factors that render many students’ prose styles problematic while 

studying at the University of Oslo. 

Firstly, the major reason noted for a learner’s prose style appearing unsatisfactory while 

studying at Oslo University is the difference of educational and/or cultural background. It should 

be noted that not only the style but also the significance of academic writing changes from 

culture to culture, institute to institute, and even from discipline to discipline. Depending on their 

particular educational and/or cultural backgrounds, many students don’t take even the concept of 

academic writing as a necessary one. They think that the academic writing is an extra and 

optional consideration. Hence, the difference of background has a bearing on the approach to 

academic writing and, so, on academic-writing style too. 

Secondly, this difference has an influence on not only the approach but also the practical 

performance of the students while writing assignments, papers etc. It seems that both the 

difference of idiom and the errors run side by side in the problematic writings. The use of many 

vocabulary items, typical to a particular background, might be little understandable to a foreign 

reader. Further, a student may be habitual to use descriptive approach to language use and an 

informal style of presentation as per her background that may appear in contrast to the standard 

of writing followed at the University of Oslo. 

The factors such as the first and the second may, probably, trigger the remark that ‘your 

writing is difficult to be understood’. 

Thirdly, once the students come to know that their prose style does not meet the required 

standard, they do worry, but the most of them do not prioritize this issue. It is also found that 

whether or not the students consider the issue of a problematic writing style as a serious one, 

many of them do not undertake any amount of writing practice that should, at least, generally 

target this area. 

Fourthly, there can be a language shock. According to Schumann (1976, 401), a language 

shock involves: doubts whether the selected words accurately reflect the intended ideas; a 

realization of interpreting particular expressions differently than the natives; a blow to the 



5 
 

learner’s self-liking that she has on the basis of her “expertise” in her language; apprehensions 

about appearing comic, child-like, and dependent. 

Fifthly, there can be a cultural shock. According to Schumann (401-02), a cultural shock 

involves: falling performance of problem-solving and coping mechanisms; requiring great 

energy for very commonplace things in a new culture; disorientation, stress, fear and anxiety; 

rejecting one’s self, the people of the host country, the organization, and even one’s own culture. 

Sixthly, some students report that they do not know about the existence of any academic 

writing center in or around the university. 

This is the consultant’s personal observation that the number of the students who are unaware 

of the writing center in the university is not small. 

Seventhly, a psychological reason specifically pertains to the international students, i.e. they 

think that since they will or have to go back to their own countries, they do not need to acquire 

peripheral things like skills in academic writing and Norwegian language etc. and they should 

exclusively and strictly focus on the things of central importance such as compulsory courses, 

work for self-financing etc. So, whether they think polishing academic writing necessary or not, 

they allow themselves to compromise it. 

6. Recommendations 

Firstly, it appears that, in the best interest of the students, there is a need for collaboration 

between the writing center and the university in the field of academic writing. Under this 

collaboration, a course in academic writing should be offered as compulsory in the first semester, 

or there can be a zero semester offering a couple of courses of universal natural such as academic 

writing, Norwegian/English language, research methods etc. 

Secondly, the instructors should be requested to refer the cases of problematic prose style to 

the Academic Writing Center in the university. 

Thirdly, with or without the collaboration with the university, the different student councils at 

the university should be requested to refer the students, who seek help with their writing, to the 

Academic Writing Center. 

Fourthly, the Academic Writing Center should consider arranging presentations for the 

instructors and the representatives of the student councils in order to demonstrate the standard of 

its working. 

Fifthly, the writing center should consider increasing its publicity. 
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Sixthly, as there are (nearly) worldwide agreed and adopted research standards, there is also a 

need for propagating a standard model of academic writing with sufficient room for creativity in 

it so that, thought it seems to be a long term goal, a global approach to academic writing as an 

individual and necessary area like English for Specific Purposes (ESP) should be set. 

Seventhly, in order to understand the prose-style issues of the students more deeply, a wider 

study is required – a study with a hypothesis that students coming from the same part of the 

world show the same aptitude/attitude in connection with academic writing. So, there can be a 

region-based categorization or grading of the students for their performance and needs in the area 

of academic writing. 

Eighthly, in view of the problematic prose style of a good number of international students, 

the applicants’ qualification in English language (proficiency) tests may be reviewable. 

Ninthly, keeping in view from which part of the world the highest number of the students 

enter the university, it will be useful to train and hire at least one writing tutor from that regional 

community of the international students. It is recommendable, because the tutor sharing the 

background of that regional lot can better understand the academic-writing problems of that large 

group. Besides, that tutor will also be a type of ambassador of the writing center in that 

community. 

7. Motivating the students to consult the writing center 

As it has been reported, many students whose prose style has problems of one type or another 

do not bother to use the facility of the writing center (the Academic Writing Center) that is 

located within the university campus. Therefore, there is a need to inform and motivate them so 

that they could know and utilize this facility to their maximum academic benefit. This 

motivation-plan should be followed in two parts: first, to reach out the students; second, to 

design such a package of instruction that could cater the maximum needs of the most of the 

students within one session (lecture). After this primary session, however, the students are also 

welcome for more guidance, if they need it individually. 

7.1.The reaching-out 

In addition to requesting the instructors and the student councils in the university (as 

recommended in the recommendation section), the following steps should be considered to reach 

out the students: 

Firstly, there should be several rounds of publicity through each semester. 
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Secondly, stands of the writing centers should be placed at carefully selected places e.g. 

libraries, at the entry/exit of Akademika, common sitting-areas, canteens/pubs etc. It can be very 

fruitful to have a permanent stand at a point of great public interaction. 

Thirdly, both fliers and stickers should be distributed among the students. The stickers have, 

comparatively, longer life and more tendency of display than the fliers. However, due to the 

combination of a longer life and stickiness in them, the stickers may also have more 

environmental implications. 

Fourthly, the phrasing on the fliers and stickers should be precisely descriptive, telling, and 

essentially light (even, lightly comic will work), e.g. ‘academic writing for high grades’, 

‘upgrade your writing only in one session!’, ‘the writing style for the A graders’, ‘we reap what 

we write’, ‘let’s change DNA of your writing! (Design – Narration – Argument)’, ‘clear writing 

calls clear thinking’, ‘is your writing really in place?’, ‘writing a page a day, keeps the F grade 

away’, ‘reading makes a full man; conference a ready man; and WRITING AN EXACT MAN’ 

(Bacon, 1928)  etc. 

Fifthly, one or more salient features of the instruction package can be highlighted on the 

fliers and the stickers such as writing, vocabulary, argument, clarity etc. 

Some stickers/flier should specifically address the international students at the university 

(e.g. ‘the prose plan for international students’). 

Sixthly, the publicity measures should be taken maximally in autumn semesters, because 

comparatively more students enter the university in autumn sessions. 

Seventhly, the writing center should, time to time, get some surveys conducted relating to 

academic writing through the university students within the university. This will be a source of 

not only advertisement but also of updated information for the center. 

7.2. The instruction-package 

Having gone through some works (mainly: Björk, Bräuer, Rienecker & Jörgensen, 2003; 

Swales and Feak, 2004; Bailey, 2014) and some websites (mainly: University of Leeds: 

Academic writing, 2018; Purdue Online Writing Lab, 2018; UiO: Universitetsbiblioteket, 2018), 

it appears that Straume’s (2018) lecture/slideshow on how to write academically at Oslo 

University is a suitable and irreducible combination of instruction for the students with 

problematic writing style. It is suitable for the following reasons: 
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1. It addresses the writing problems from many different angles such as coherence, clarity, 

vocabulary, and, above all, the standard at University of Oslo. 

2. Its content is entirely practice-oriented. 

3.  It covers the oft-received negative remarks as mentioned in the analysis section. 

4. Looking at the amount of content in it, it appears appropriate to be delivered within one 

standard session. 

Further, the theory/philosophy of academic writing and communication should also be 

touched though extremely precisely. In this connection, therefore, one more thing can be added 

to this package, i.e. the concept of seven C’s (Murphy, Hildebrandt, and Thomas’s, 1997), with 

special focus on the first six C’s. Although this concept involves the seven C’s (correctness, 

clarity, conciseness, completeness, consideration, concreteness, and courtesy) of effective 

business communication, it can usefully be exploited for the purpose of academic writing. Also, 

a brief class-activity/exercise can be considered to accompany Straume’s (2018) lecture. 

However, the addition of any component should be subject to two things: one, the overall 

motivation level of the learners present in the class, and the other, management of time without 

oversupplying the ideas. 

8. Conclusion 

The analysis and the effects sections clearly visualize the fact that a problematic prose style, 

even if it is only in a particular area/course, can have serious repercussions for the overall 

performance and progress of the students at the University of Oslo. Keeping in view this fact, 

therefore, categorical consideration of the factors (as presented in the factor section) together 

with effective adoption of the recommended measures (as presented in the recommendation 

section) will, surely, be helpful for the teachers, tutors and the students while dealing with the 

writing-problems. As the gist of this paper, the most of the students with problematic writing 

style are, intentionally or unintentionally, less mindful of this issue, which is dangerous. So, first 

of all, there is a need to make the learners realize the due significance of academic writing skills. 

Only then, they will be able to avail themselves of academic writing centers in due manner. 

Raising awareness should go hand in hand with tutoring in the business of academic writing.
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