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ABSTRACT 

Academic writing is something that students find difficult not only in secondary schools but also on tertiary 

level. It is usually an optional course for students at universities and they often try to avoid it. The reason for that 

is the fact that the title of the course alludes to writing and they think they must be writers in order to succeed in 

it. However, it should be pointed out that in Academic Writing students can learn the techniques of how to use 

other sources, how to quote, how to paraphrase and most importantly how to avoid plagiarism. Apart from those, 

students can also learn the most common mistakes on a syntactical and morphological level. In order to master 

the way of writing, knowledge in Syntax and Morphology is obligatory. This study will analyze some of the most 

common mistakes students make according to some current research in this field. 

Keywords: academic writing, morphology, syntax, culture, mistakes, analysis. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Academic writing is a lot different than any other type of writing. It is usually mastered at tertiary 

level i.e. at universities. Before students go to university, they are usually taught to write some kinds of 

essays during their English lessons. However, they are still not much acquainted with the term “academic 

writing” which is a writing very often clear, concise, structured and backed up by evidence. When 

students hear the term, they think it is something difficult and often try to avoid it if it is an optional 

course. It must be pointed out that the real picture is much different because Academic Writing teaches 

students some rules of structure, how to use the language accurately and finally how to be critical 

thinkers and show their understanding of something they have read. It has a formal tone and style, but 

it is not complex and does not require the use of long sentences and difficult vocabulary. Very often it 

is stated that academic writing is direct and clear. According to Lunsford (2020), the best strategies to 

achieve directness in writing are the following: 

- State your main point early and clearly 

- Avoid qualifying your statements i.e. avoid using the use of first person 

- Avoid digressions 

- Use appropriate evidence such as concrete details to support each detail 

- Make clear transitions i.e. use pronoun/word reference accurately 

- Follow logical organizational patterns 

- Design the writing project according to the purpose and audience. 
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THE WRITING SITUATION 

In order to succeed in writing, one must analyze a complex situation and respond to it effectively. It 

is important to be able to put yourselves in the shoes of the reader and be able to connect to your readers. 

Students very often find this difficult but if they become aware with the philosophy of the writing 

situation, the picture is much better. Students need to understand that the main function of language    

is to be able to communicate (Crystal, 1973). The act of communication involves sending a message 

from a source to a receiver. When speaking about language, the source and the receiver are human, and 

the message can be transmitted vocally or written on a paper. So, we all write in order to connect with 

somebody. In the case of academic writing, students usually write papers for professors and professors 

usually write papers for editors. In both cases it is important to understand the rhetorical situations. It is 

the situation a writer analyzes, looking at it from all possible points of view and taking into consideration 

each element. In connection to this, Lunford (2020) pointed out the most important elements according 

to Aristotle’s philosophy (fig.1): 

 

Figure 1 

 
- The writer (ethos) 

- The audience – pathos 

- The topic (purpose)- logos 

- The context – the background of the ethos, pathos, and logos i.e. time, space limitations, genre, 

tone, style and level of language) 

In our case, English language writing is being discussed. However, each subject discipline has certain 

writing conventions, vocabulary and types of discourse that are mastered during the students’ studies. 

Speaking about English, the most recent tendencies in research confirm that students tend to make certain 

types of mistakes that can be analyzed on a morphological and syntactical level. Sheng (2016) states that 

when speaking about foreign language acquisition and learning what should be taken into consideration 

is the impact of negative transfer of the mother tongue. That is why the cultural background of the 

students should always be considered. By mastering foreign languages students acquire knowledge and 

understanding of the culture of the language. They cannot learn the language for real until they learn the 

culture contexts used in that language. To realize that, the teachers must make the cultural aspect more 

explicit altogether with the linguistic forms. According to Thanasoulas “Culture in language learning is 

not an expendable fifth skill, tacked on, so to speak, to the teaching of speaking, listening, reading and 
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writing. It is always in the background, right from day one…challenging (learners’) ability to make sense 

of the world around them”(2001, p.1). This means the concepts of linguistic and cultural competence 

must be introduced into the classroom together. It is a mere fact that some teachers and students seem to 

forget that the knowledge of the grammar system of a foreign language needs to be complemented with 

the cultural context and this is important for writing the most. The case is different for different foreign 

language speakers. For special English sentence patterns, especially in Chinese, there are no sentence 

patterns. What should be clearly done is to consolidate the knowledge of English grammar; master the 

rules of grammar and flexible application (Sheng, 2016). Thus, not only knowledge in Morphology and 

Syntax is impotant for writing, but also the cultural aspect as well. This is merely because students tend 

to transfer their thoughts from the mother tongue language which is not appropriate but they tend to 

avoid it with more knowlege and practice during their studies. 

THE MOST COMMON MISTAKES IN ACADEMIC WRITING 

The prime aim of this study is to analyze the types of mistakes college students usually conduct on a 

morphological and syntactical level. Mistakes in writing can be different: grammar, punctuation, different 

word choice etc. The mistakes learners and students make can be analyzed in terms of Morphology and 

Syntax. It is well known that Morphology deals with words and their parts i.e. the smallest unit of 

grammatical analysis which are the morphemes (Crystal, 1971). More precisely, Morphology is the 

study of structure of words: how they are built up, using roots, prefixes, suffixes etc. Syntax on the other 

hand deals with set of rules that determine the arrangement of the word parts in a sentence of a foreign 

language needs to be complemented with the cultural context and this is important for writing the most. 

It is the study of the way words work in sequences to form larger linguistic units (Crystal, 1987). Why 

students need knowledge in Morphology and Syntax in order to write more accurately will be discussed 

further. 

DISCUSSION 

According to Lunford (2020), all writers want to be considered competent and careful. In order to 

become a better academic writer, the most common mistakes should become familiar to the students as a 

great strategy to overcome the problems with academic writing. As mentioned above, academic writing 

requires knowledge in Morphology and Syntax and below the most common mistakes in writing are 

divided in terms of Morphology, Syntax and style reference (table 1): 

Table 1. The most common mistakes in writing 
 

Morphology Syntax Reference Style 

Wrong word Missing coma after an 

introductory element 

Incomplete documentation 

Vague pronoun reference Missing word Mechanical error with a 

quotation 

Spelling Faulty sentence structure Unnecessary coma 

Unnecessary shift in tense Missing coma with a non- 

restrictive element 

Poorly integrated quotation 

Unnecessary apostrophe 

(genitive) 

Missing comma in a compound 

sentence 

 

Unnecessary or missing hyphen Run-on sentence  

 Comma splice  

 Lack of pronoun -antecedent 

agreement 

 

 Sentence fragment  
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Students in college have problems with these mistakes maybe not because of lack of knowledge but 

because they have not done enough writing before. Since in college or university students are asked to 

write a lot in different courses, they should get more knowledge in academic writing i.e. learning the 

widespread conventions for different academic situations. Having in mind that our students are already 

familiarized with these mistakes, the result of it will be discussed further. Which are the mistakes our 

students usually do, and can students perceive them? In our study, the students were given essays with 

morphological and syntactical mistakes conducted by other students and their task was to find all those 

mistakes and see if they are morphological or syntactical. It was a short project for the students and some 

most important examples are going to be discussed below: 

Essay Number 1: 

1. In recent years, children, like adults, have had become increasingly exposed to computers. 

CORRECTION: 

- In recent years, children, like adults, have become increasingly exposed to computers. 

EXPLANATION 

In this sentence have had is used incorrectly because it can be seen that the main verb is become and 

it is an activity which can be understood as an experience and should be written in the present perfect 

after which the adverb increasingly follows and was also used incorrectly in terms of its position. It can 

be concluded that this is the mistake “using a wrong word” (Table 1). 

2. To begin with, there are clearly reasons why computers do not allow children to develop long 

attention spans. 

CORRECTION: 

- To begin with, there are clear reasons why computers do not allow children to develop long 

attention spans. 

EXPLANATION 

Clearly is an adverb formed from the word clear, which means free from obscurity or free from 

doubt and in the sentence case, what should be used is the word clear which is an adjective. Again a 

“wrong word” is being used and this is a morphological mistake. 

Essay No 2 

3. for example, a study by the new york child learning association found that children who read 

from picture books were 50% less likely to get distracted then children who played educational computer 

games! therefore computers almost clearly have negative impact on young children? 

CORRECTION 

- For example, a study by the New York child learning association found that children who read 

from picture books were 50% less likely to get distracted then children who played educational computer 

games! Therefore, computers almost clearly have a negative impact on young children. 

EXPLANATION 

The sentence always starts with a capital letter, names for cities, people, items and so on are written 

in capital letters. Also, the indefinite article is used before a noun that is general or when its identity is 

not known. And another suggestion is that the conclusion does not end with a question mark. This can 

be seen as a mistake in punctuation and sentence structure. 

4. However, since the world has become heavily reliant on computers, there are also clearly 

advantages to exposing children to computers. This is because children with such exposure will stand a 

better chance of finding employment 

 

International Azerbaijan Academic Research Congress 



873  

 

CORRECTION 

However, since the world has become heavily reliant on computers, there are also clear advantages 

of exposing children to computers. This is because children with such exposure will stand a better 

chance of finding employment 

EXPLANATION 

In this case, the wrong usage of comparative and superlative structures, wrong use of prepositions 

take place which can be seen as morphological mistakes. 

Essay No3 

5. Experts  throughout  the  developing  both  and  developed  world  have  debated  whether    

the advent of sophisticated modern technology so as mobile phones, laptops and iPad have being helped 

to enhance and improve people’s social lives or whether the opposite has become the case. 

EXPLANATION 

In this sentence there is a wrong use of “so as” which shall be replaced with such as and another 

mistake is the wrong use of “have being” which should be corrected with “has” and the mistake is a 

change of the verb form and the verb “have” that does not seem to agree with the subject. This is a 

semantical mistake or lack of subject and verb agreement. 

CORRECTION 

Experts throughout both the developing and developed world have debated whether the advent of 

sophisticated modern technology such as mobile phones, laptops and iPad have helped to enhance and 

improve people’s social lives or whether the opposite has become the case. 

CONCLUSION 

The best way to avoid making mistakes is to identify the common writing mistakes you make     

and learn from them. A very useful advice can be to take the top twenty mistakes into consideration 

(Lunsford, 2020). What is important to consider is to complete each step of essay writing (research, 

writing, editing) precisely. Skipping one of these steps or completing one of these steps half-heartedly 

will impact your essay’s grade or publication. Finally, writing essays and articles on an academic level is 

not easy. It involves skills not only in terms of content, but in terms of citing properly and finishing them 

on time. Some useful tips that can be considered by students who want to achieve academic success in 

writing are the following: 

- Do not always rely on the spell check (on a computer) 

- Do not plagiarize 

- Learn how to quote precisely 

- Do not capitalize a lot 

- Learn from your own mistakes 
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