Advice for Better Academic Writing
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~sdcamp/up540/writingtips.html
1. Provide a good introduction: it sets the theme, entices the reader, and tells what lies ahead. 

2. Be sure that the reader quickly understands your main question (the "research question"), how you will address the question, and your answer to the question. 

3. When writing about a book or article, provide more than just a summary of issues. Instead, write a close reading analysis, interpretation, critique, or comparison. You may first need to summarize the text, but then step back and take an intelligent, critical look at the text and set it in the larger context of writings on cities and planning. 

4. But be sure to not go to the other extreme by simply writing a freewheeling list of your opinions. Writing just from experience has its place, but that is not the focus of this course; the function here is to write critically from the readings. (This shift away from either simple summaries or experiential thought-pieces represents the shift from high school to college writing.) 

5. Pay close attention to your writing "voice." Avoid both stiff, academic-sounding language and overly informal "colloquial" language. One effective approach is to use your first-person voice to introduce the topic and questions, then step back and have the various cited authors present their competing arguments, and then conclude by returning to the first person to summarize and critique. 

6. Avoid unnecessary use of passive voice; it often muddles the issue of agency (i.e., who said or did what) and makes sentence structures unnecessarily complicated. An example of passive voice: "Automobile manufacturing jobs in Detroit have been greatly reduced since 1950." Better: "Automation and industrial decentralization have greatly reduced automobile manufacturing jobs in Detroit since 1950."
Also: do not go out of the way to avoid using first-person voice just to sound "objective." An example of passive voice: "it is argued that suburban residents participate less in civic organizations." Better: "I argue that suburban residents participate less in civic organizations." (or, if you want to avoid using "I", you might try: "This paper argues that suburban residents participate less in civic organizations.") 

7. Keep your writing focused: don't give a lot of background and history at the beginning without it clearly supporting your main points. Show the reader why the march through a couple of pages of background/history is useful. Otherwise it reads like meandering. 

8. Avoid over-generalizations without supporting documentation (e.g., "cities were horrible places to live until the 20th Century..." or "...suburbs are uniformly sterile, racist, boring places...."). 

9. Give your writing a clear, organized structure. Don't just write what is in your head: you can start that way (the exploratory stage of writing), but you then need to restructure and edit for clarity and continuity. Your ideas are only as logical, clear and strong as your writing. (The transition from undergraduate to graduate papers includes the shift from writing a single last-minute version that only the professor sees to writing a series of drafts that are read by many people). 

10. Simplify your writing: you don't need complicated, awkward sentence structures to express complex ideas. Be straightforward, but without losing any subtlety. 

11. Provide good transitions between ideas. Let the reader know when you are moving from one idea to another (with transitional sentences, and perhaps with section headings). Show the connection between ideas. Develop a systematic, cumulative argument. 

12. If your academic writing seems rusty, take a look at Howard S. Becker, Writing for Social Scientists: How to Start and Finish Your Thesis, Book, or Article. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). It is a fun, informal and often helpful guide. 

13. Double-space your text, include page numbers, and use adequate margins. 

14. Finally, show your sources. Citations aren't just a boring, pedantic academic ritual: they let the reader double-check your facts, and reveal your sources and intellectual influences. All source materials -- whether directly quoted or summarized -- must be properly documented (see below). 
  

