
Medical Academic Writing Skills

Writing clearly and effectively 
for an academic audience



The power of words

Informal vs Formal
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show 

find 

try 

give 

bad 

good 

lots of 

enough 

demonstrate, indicate

discover

attempt

donate, distribute 

unacceptable, negative

advantageous, positive

significant numbers of

sufficient, adequate

look into 

go on 

put off 

go up 

carry out 

get worse 

think about 

take place 

investigate, analyse

continue

postpone

increase

perform

deteriorate

consider

occur



The Academic Word List
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• Taken from written corpus of 3.5 
million words

• Not on the General Service List 
(most common 2284 words and 
word families)

• 570 headwords and their word 
families

• 10 sublists

https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist

https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist


Affixes, word families
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Medical terms – univocal  clear and unambiguous

Prefixes: laparo- , cardio- , cholecyst- , brady- , tachy- , hyper- , hypo-

Suffixes: -scopy , -vascular , -itis , -pnea , -cardia , -tension , -ventilation

Academic 
terms and 
their families

(from the 
AWL)



Building compound sentences
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Simple sentences - 1 clause - OK but limited   2 or 3 clauses often better, but no more.

Compound sentences

Clauses of equal importance connected by coordinating conjunctions
FANBOYS - For And Nor But Or Yet So

The hypothalamus controls body fluid levels by causing feelings of thirst.
The hypothalamus controls body fluid levels by controlling the amount of water in the urine.

The hypothalamus controls body fluid levels by causing feelings of thirst and by controlling the 
amount of water in the urine.

Vaccines can be used to prevent and cure diseases, but antibiotics can only be used to cure them.
Mutations can be triggered by internal factors when cells reproduce or by external factors such as 
viruses.



Building complex sentences
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Complex sentences

Sentences consist of one independent clause and one or more subordinate clauses.
These are linked by subordinating conjunctions, e.g. because, when, if, which, that, after…

3 types of subordinating clauses

a. Adverbial: Water can easily enter and leave the cell, because the cell membrane is porous.

b. Adjectival: The fluid in the cell is separated by a membrane which is highly 
permeable to water.

c. Noun: Dr Barry Marshall discovered that bacteria play a role in gastric ulcers.



Show sentence variety
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(1) The polio virus enters the body through contaminated food or water and is absorbed through 
the gut wall. (2) From the gut, it moves to paralyse the nerves in the spinal cord which control 
movement. (3) In many children only the limbs were affected, but in some children the virus 
moved up the spine to affect the nerves controlling respiration. (4) Because the children were 
unable to breathe on their own, they needed to be helped to get air into their lungs. 

(1) = compound
(2) = simple
(3) = compound
(4) = complex



Beware over-long sentences!
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This talk describes a randomized open label, multi-arm, multi-stage, parallel group clinical trial in which 
four novel treatments are compared, which examines the impact of variations in drug combinations and 
length of treatment on the incidence of MDR-TB and which has been underway for a year.

This talk describes a randomized open label, multi-arm, multi-stage, parallel group clinical trial of four novel 
treatments for MDR-TB. The trial examines the impact of variations in drug combinations and length of treatment 
on the incidence of MDR-TB. It has been underway for a year.

For the trial, 800 patients with confirmed drug-sensitive pulmonary TB were randomised to two groups, 
with one group receiving isoniazid and rifampicin for the standard 6 month period and the other group 
receiving one of four novel treatments which used varying combinations of standard anti-TB drugs for a 
period of two months.

For the trial, 800 patients with confirmed drug-sensitive pulmonary TB were randomised to two groups. One group 
received isoniazid and rifampicin for the standard 6-month period. The other group received one of four novel 
treatments which used varying combinations of standard anti-TB drugs for a period of two months.



Linking sentences together
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The human genome project provided a map of DNA in normal human cells. In addition, it automated the process of 
DNA sequencing.

The use of combined vaccines make immunisation much easier. However, they can also increase the risk of side 
effects.

Edward Jenner’s discovery of a vaccine for smallpox was based on observation. In contrast, Pasteur’s discovery of 
a vaccine for rabies was based on theory and experiments.

In 1966 the World Health Organisation launched a global immunisation campaign against smallpox. As a result, the 
disease was declared eradicated in 1980.



Linking sentences together
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Grammar – the passive
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A team from the Roslin Institute in Edinburgh undertook one of the best-known genetic experiments in 
the UK. 

One of the best-known genetic experiments in the UK was undertaken by a team from  the Roslin 
Institute in Edinburgh. 

Our investigators performed quality control using the 835 control probes included in the array.
Quality control was performed using the 835 control probes included in the array.

We then exported the intensity data from Genome Studio and converted them into M values using the 
lumi package in R software.

The intensity data was then exported from Genome Studio and was converted into M values 
using the lumi package in R software



Grammar – nominalisation
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A large number of subjects are required for randomised controlled trials.

There is a requirement for a large number of subjects in randomised controlled trials.

When it was analysed, the genetic material contained a large amount of DNA and very little protein.

The analysis of the genetic material revealed it contained a large amount of DNA and 
very little protein.

Edward Jenner deduced that cowpox provided immunity to smallpox from his observations of 
milkmaids.

Edward Jenner’s deduction that cowpox provided immunity to smallpox came from his 
observations of milkmaids.



Grammar – hedging
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It is certain that a cure for all cancers will be found within the next ten years.

It is likely that a cure for all cancers will be found within the next ten years.

It is possible that a cure for all cancers will be found within the next ten years.

It is conceivable that a cure for all cancers will be found within the next ten years.

It is unlikely that a cure for all cancers will be found within the next ten years.

A cure for cancer could be found…

A cure for cancer may be found…

A cure for cancer might be found…



Building paragraphs
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 Paragraphs provide clarity and readability to a text.

 They enable readers to understand complex ideas, arguments and 
information.

 Each paragraph should have one central idea and then a small number 
sentences which elaborate on and support that idea. 

 The first sentence provides the topic and controlling idea. 

 The supporting sentences then provide information, explanations and 
examples. 

 This structure gives a paragraph unity and comprehensibility..



Building paragraphs
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(1) New research on epigenetics is showing how children can genetically inherit experience from their parents. (2) Previous 
theories believed that inheritance happens only through the DNA which is passed from parents to children. (3) They state 
that although adult cells contain epigenetic information which can be altered by the environment, the reproductive cells 
which create new life were wiped clean of any epigenetic information. (4) This would therefore prevent the epigenetic 
transfer of any environmental influences. (5) However, new research from the University of Cambridge shows that in 
mammals around 1% of epigenetic information is not erased, but is passed on through a process called imprinting. (6) 
These findings help to explain the results of an experiment which examined the inheritance of fear in mice. (7) In the 
experiment, mice associated the smell of cherries and almonds with an electric shock. (8) The offspring of the mice and the 
next generation both showed fear when exposed to these smells for the first time..

(1)  Topic and controlling idea
(2)  Claim 1
(3) (4)  Supporting information
(5)  Claim 2
(6) (7) (8)  Supporting information 



Building texts
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3 types of text

Description provides the reader with information about something. This may be introducing new concepts or providing 
more detail about concepts they are already familiar with.

Analysis looks at different aspects of a subject or topic and shows the reader how they fit together or interact.

Argumentation is where the writer takes a particular stance and provides evidence to support that stance.

Descriptive Analytical Argumentative

Outlines relevant concepts Outlines links between relevant 
concepts Emphasises certain relevant concepts

Outlines possible options Evaluates the reasons why some 
options may be better than others

Puts forward one or more options with 
evidence

States what actions were taken Outlines the consequences of actions States what actions should be taken, 
provides support for this



Point by point vs block by block
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Drug One Drug Two
Length of treatment One week Three weeks
Effectiveness 9 cases out of ten 99 cases out of a hundred
Side effects Mild Mild

Block Format Point by Point Format
Section A: Drug One
• Length of treatment
• Effectiveness
• Side effects

Section A: Length of treatment
• Drug One
• Drug Two

Section B: Drug Two
• Length of treatment
• Effectiveness
• Side effects

Section B: Effectiveness
• Drug One
• Drug Two

•Section A: Side effects
• Drug One
• Drug Two



Texts checklist
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1. Does your text answer the question you have (been) asked?
Check your topic sentences to see if they answer the question..

2. Can the readers easily follow your ideas from paragraph to paragraph?
Read through the topic sentences to check if your writing is logical, clearly formatted and makes sense..

3. Does each paragraph have a topic sentence which shows the topic of the paragraph?
If not, you should re-write your topic sentence to match the content of the paragraph.

4. Does the paragraph have unity? Are all sentences related to the topic?

If not, then you should remove any sentences which are not related to the topic.

5. Does the paragraph contain enough supporting details and information?

Add supporting details and information where needed, or delete the sentence if you don’t have any 
support.



In practice – writing an abstract
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Key features 

 The content follows the IMRaD format
 The abstract describes what the article 

has achieved and why it is important.
 The abstract can be understood without 

the main article.
 There are very few abbreviations.
 There are no illustrations, references or 

tables.

By Tom Toyosaki - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=39687200



Example abstract
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In practice – writing a research article
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INTRODUCTION

1. States what the reader should expect 
in the article. 

2. Sets out the broader context of the 
research by discussing (using 
citations) other articles which have 
been written on the topic. 

3. Begins more broadly and then narrows 
to become more specific to our topic.

4. Shows how research will advance 
knowledge in this area.

‘Use of Physician Concerns and Patient Complaints as Quality Assurance Markers in Emergency 
Medicine’

Medical error is a correctable cause of morbidity and mortality. In 1991, the Harvard Medical Practice 
Study found that nearly 3.7% of admitted patients suffered complications from treatment, two-thirds of which 
were due to errors in care, and a significant portion of these were preventable (Brennan et al, 1991; Leape
et al, 1991). This landmark study prompted intense national scrutiny of medical errors, which remain a 
significant burden (Kohn et al, 2000; National Academies Press, 2001). Recent data indicate that the 
incidence of adverse events attributable to medical error among hospitalized patients may be increasing. 
Existing evidence supports a compelling argument for emergency departments (ED) to have systems in 
place to perform root cause analysis of potential errors, and to implement systemic corrections to improve 
care when such errors are found (Public Health Council, 2014).

Although it is clearly worthwhile to uncover medical error within the ED, an ideal marker for efficient 
error correction has yet to be uncovered. Twice each month, the ED quality assurance (QA) team 
screens all cases that meet certain empirically selected criteria, such as death within 24 hours, transfer from 
initial floor bed to ICU within 24 hours, physician self-reported concerns, nursing incident reports or cases 
that generate physician or patient complaints. These surrogates are often used as routine metrics in 
emergency medicine QA and although they are often perceived as the gold standard, they remain largely 
unvalidated expert opinion (Klasko et al, 2015).

A quantitative analysis evaluating the utilization of physician and patient complaints has not been 
studied. The presence of an integrated, readily accessible electronic error reporting system has facilitated 
the study of such measures in one urban tertiary care ED. The objective of this study was to determine 
whether systematic screening and evaluation of documented patient and physician QA concerns is a 
useful tool for identifying physician errors resulting in either an adverse or near-miss event.

See https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5102603/ and download here.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5102603/
https://slc-campus.avallainmagnet.com/0fd5218f-0b57-48ad-bc07-c4b0e6b787ba/system/uploads/content/file/08bc77e5-2456-49a9-add7-6f8371584406/index.html?activityID=https%3A%2F%2Fweb-avallain-unity-prod.avallain.net%2Fidentifiers%2Fcontents%2F08bc77e5-2456-49a9-add7-6f8371584406&agents=%7B%22user%22%3A%7B%22account%22%3A%7B%22homePage%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fweb-avallain-unity-prod.avallain.net%2Fidentifiers%2Fusers%2F464ecb4c-255f-48ef-9e38-039facfeb680%22%2C%22name%22%3A%22464ecb4c-255f-48ef-9e38-039facfeb680%22%7D%7D%7D&index_file=index.html&reg=47baf37a-33b5-4c2b-acef-230b101fb7b0&registration=47baf37a-33b5-4c2b-acef-230b101fb7b0&scope=default&statements=started%2Cterminated%2Cscored%2Cattempted%2Canswered&stores=%5B%7B%22endpoint%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fslc-campus.avallainmagnet.com%2Flrs%2FxAPI%22%7D%5D&version=1627543499&a5_store=false&a5_restore=true&language=en#Article


In practice – writing a research article
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METHODS 

 Describe the settings

 Describe the methodology used

 Describe how the methodology was implemented

 Describe the equipment and its suppliers (where appropriate) 

 Describe the problems or possible problems in data collection

 Use sub-headings to aid clarity



In practice – writing a research article
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RESULTS

 Show the data and the initial analysis of that data

 Link back to methods and then forwards to discussion

 Include the relevant data, not all the data

 Data must be clearly captioned and described

 Clarity is key



In practice – writing a research article
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DISCUSSION

 Moves from the specific to the more general

 Shows readers to what extent you have solved the problem or answered the question you 
set out

 Shows how the research findings link to the broader literature

 Make recommendations for future research

 It is essential to show the reader a clear link between the issues raised in your introduction 
and your discussion. You may need to re-draft your introduction to make them both fit.



And finally, proofread!
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR

 Choice of vocabulary
 Spelling
 Punctuation
 Sentence structure 
 Paragraph structure
 Paragraph flow
 Linking ideas
 Clarity
 Impact on the reader



Want to know more?
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This material is drawn from our course English for 
Medical Academic Purposes

On this course, you
 develop the skills and strategies you need to listen 

effectively to academic talks, give presentations or read 
academic texts

 learn the key features of academic writing, so you can 
write abstracts, articles and research papers clearly and 
effectively

 expand your academic vocabulary
 deepen your knowledge of grammar and structure
 improve your study skills so you develop as an 

independent learner and researcher
https://specialistlanguagecourses.com/medical-english-courses/online-english-
for-medical-academic-purposes/



Contact me for more details:

Chris Moore
chris@specialistlanguagecourses.com

www.specialistlanguagecourses.com 
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