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Scholarly writing 

• Academic writing as 

situated social practice

– Genre 

– Quality

– Collaboration

– Priority

• Main output as scholars 

is writing

– But dominated by tacit 

knowledge



1. Audience: Who are you talking 

to?

2. Core argument: What is your 

point?

3. Structure: How can you make 

your point?

4. How can you get help?

Discussion as we go! 
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Objectives of workshop: reflecting on own writing



1. What difference does audience 
make?



And yet, who do we usually write to?



Academic writing as conversation

• Like other conversations
– Should build on what others 

say

– Irritating if you don’t seem to 
have a point

• Except: 
– Time lag

– Artificial construction 

• Don’t try to end the 
conversation

• Think about who you are 
talking to



How knowledgeable is your reader?

• How do they already 

know?

• What should they be 

reminded of?

• What to they need to 

know that’s new?

”I don’t know. Tell me”



How skeptical is your audience?

• Where might your 

assumptions differ from 

your audience’s?

– Philosophy

– Theory

– Methodological orientation

– Disciplinary knowledge

– Normative assumptions

”I’m not convinced. Persuade me.”



Placing your audience 

General

Expert

Friendly Hostile

Fact dimension

Value dimension



Envision your audience as you write

• Writing for everyone = 

writing for no one

• Pick your journal early



What do publishers want? 

• Relevant topic

–To the scientific dialogue

–To the journal/press

• Scientific/scholarly quality

• Focus of the core argument

• Organization and coherence

• Sentence flow

• Headings, tables and figures

• Format and house style



2. Core argument: What do you want to say?

• All scholarly writing

comes down to

– Asking a question

– Then answering it

• Core argument = 

Question + Answer  



The research question: Your starting point 

• For the reader: 

• Establishes relevance 

• Sets expectations 

• For the writer: 

• Defines scope and direction

• Determines what belongs 

and what doesn’t



The “answer”: Your destination

• For the reader: 

• Pinpoints author’s 

contribution to the 

conversation.

• For the writer: 

• A guideline for how to 

structure your 

argumentation. 



A question 

about X

Big picture of academic writing
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Reasons: 

theory, ideas, 

warrants

Evidence: 

facts, data

Written product
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Example

The 

duration 

of civil war

is likely to 

be longer 

when 

rebels are 

located far 

from the 

center

Reason: 

distant groups 

are too costly to 

control

Evidence:

Statistical 

significanceX is Y because

Z
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Example

Bibliometric 

Indicators of 

productivity

Are 

political

Reason: 

(i) Non-neutral 

decisions about 

what productivity 

is and how to 

measure it

(ii) Communicate 

power 

Evidence:

NPI readjusted 

to give more 

money to 

STEM

X is Y because

ZWhat does your method let you say?



Three key questions 
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• What is this a 

conversation about? 

• What is my contribution 

to this conversation?

• What do I need to show 

the reader to justify my 

claim? 



What can go wrong?

• No real question, just a 

topic

• Ask more than you can 

answer

• Answer more than you 

asked

• Answer a different 

question than you asked



Intellectual drift

• Research question:
– What is the role of the IPCC in 

international climate negotiations?

• Expected argument
– Regime theory says…

• Discovery of anomaly
– Regime theory doesn’t work 

here…

• Identification of causal 
mechanism and thesis 
statement
– Regime theory cannot account for 

the full role of any international 
organizations because it cannot 
capture their “organizationness”.



How to prevent problems

• Write down your

research question

• Write down your 

«answer»

– Even at early stage of writing

• See whether the question 

and answer hang together

• Revise as necessary 

throughout the writing 

process



3. The basic framework of structure

• What is your question and why 
is it a good one? 

• How did you go about 
answering your question? 
– Tools, methods, conceptual lenses

• What did you find? 
– What is “new”? 

– What can you show me to support 
your claim(s)?

• What does this all mean?  
– How does all this answer your 

question?

– How does this push the conversation 
further?



Introduction: Drawing the puzzle

• Use the literature to paint 
a picture of the discourse

– What is known?

– What has been done?

– Where do you position yourself 
theoretically?

• You can draw from several 
conversations

• Locate a knowledge gap

– What is not known?

– What can be disputed?
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Make your work relevant

• Show how your work 

helps fill the gap.

• Avoid the ”so what” 

problem



Illustration of “so-what?” problem
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Tell a story!

• Making sense and being 

heard means you have to 

tell a good story

• Genre helps you tell your 

story in the way your 

readers expect

– Set up a problem

– Tell the reader what you did 

about it

• Show them the tools you used

– Explain what it all means
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Checklist for revising your structure
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• Do you properly set the stage, provide context for your 
paper? 

• Is the research question (aim) clear?

• Is it clear how (and why) you went about doing what 
you did? 

• Do you provide sufficient support for your claim(s)?

• Do you answer your question, your whole question, and 
nothing but your question? 

• Do you tell a coherent story?



4. How can you get help?
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• Understand the writing 

process

• Learn to give and 

receive useful feedback



Understanding the writing process

• Writing reveals holes in 

your thinking

• Good ideas appear while 

you are writing

• Writing is part of the 

research act itself
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Why is writing so hard? 

• Reflects thinking process

• We try to do too much 

at once

– Creative: ”What am I trying

to say?”

– Critical: ”How can I explain 

this to someone else?”

• We do not identify as 

writers



Set aside time and space 

• Build momentum by 
setting aside predictable, 
obligatory writing 
times

– «Workout» not 
«performance»

– Bingeing vs snacking

• Develop good rituals

– Question your «buffer» time

– Avoid interruptions

– Warm up, freewriting



Writing groups and sessions

• Writing groups

– Set goals

– Talk about progress

• «Shut up and write» 

sessions/retreats

– Structured writing

– Enforced breaks

– Minimize distractions 

(including choices)
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Example schedule

• 9.00-9.15 Prepare work area, set goals

• 9.15-10.00 WRITE (45 min)

• 10.00-10.15 Break

• 10:15-11.15 WRITE (60 min)

• 11.15-11.30 Break

• 11.30-12.15 WRITE (45 min)

• 12.15-13.00 Lunch

• 13.00-13.45 WRITE (45 min)

• 13.45-14.00 Break

• 14.00-15.00 WRITE (60 min)

• 15.00-15.15 Break

• 15.15-16.00 WRITE (45 min)
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Need for feedback: The knowledge curse

• The more you know, the 

harder it is to write about it

– What you think you wrote is seldom 

the same as what you did write



Some trigger questions before reading

• What is the most 
interesting thing you’ve 
found so far?

• What have you found 
most difficult to write 
about? 

• What do you want 
people to remember?

• What do you need help 
with? 
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Guiding questions while reading

• What is this I’m looking at? (genre, stage)

• Who is the audience supposed to be?

• What is the knowledge gap (relevance)?

• What is the research question (objective)?

• What is the thesis statement (main claim)?

• What evidence have they produced (findings) to 

back up their claim?

• How was the evidence produced (methods)?



Thank you for your attention! 
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