
Comparison between three texts with focus on 
which qualities make written work academic 

 
Academic texts belong to a genre which has many characteristics. To illustrate the differences between 

genres in general, and non-academic versus academic genres in particular, I will present some 

observations made between three texts. The texts involve the same general topic: the challenging 

educational system that has currently and historically created difficulty in the United States, although 

they were written for different purposes. The first text is “The Education Crisis”, an extract from a 

textbook written for beginner students. The second text is a “Time” magazine article revolving around 

the outcome of the movie “Waiting for ‘Superman’”, titled “A Call to Action for Public Schools”. The 

third text is a highly academic and scientific review of existing evidence regarding the sleep-wake cycle 

of adolescents, which is titled “School Start Times and the Sleep-Wake Cycle of Adolescents: A Review 

and Critical Evaluation of Available Evidence”.  

 

Both the student textbook and the scientific review belong to the genre of academic writing, yet one can 

detect many general differences between these texts, such as the ways in which the authors have 

acknowledged their sources. Presumably, in an attempt not to confuse student readers, the author of the 

textbook has not included continuous name references within brackets in the text. References and sources 

of information are sporadically introduced, at least when talking about relevant statistical research, or 

reports by magazines, for instance: …Newsweek reported in 1990…, The same 1990 article pointed out 

that only 45 percent of American adults… and Geographic Society commissioned a study… The authors 

of the scientific review use another type of reference system, one much more in line with high academic, 

scientific reporting, that is; continuous references, within the body of work, to other individuals 

published work, along with their names and years of publication: …a primary determinant of this 

delayed sleep cycle (Carskadon, 1999, 2002; Fischer et al., 2008) which has been coined delayed phase 

preference (DPP; Mitru, Millrood, & Mateia, 2002). In academic contexts, one strives to compare the 

ideas that one presents or conclusions one draws to those of others who have researched the same field. 

We do this to show independent thinking, yet consideration of other sources, researchers, and voices 

(Falk, 2011). Hence, the authors of the scientific text want to convey that the conclusions they draw are 

explicitly a result of considering all possible contributing factors, and of reviewing the work of others, 

and thus, give greater impact to the content and conclusion of their text. This mature approach is in itself 

what primarily characterizes thorough academic work.  

 

We can find a great deal of general differences between the “Time” article and the scientific review, but 

in particular, they are different in terms of vocabulary and terminology. The scientific review was written 

by experts in the field for other experts, and thus does not adjust to the understanding of a general public. 

The authors use many difficult, high-register words and specific terms, such as circadian typology and 



cognitive correlates, which can occasionally be problematic to understand for individuals who are not 

familiar with the field. In contrast to this highly academic language usage, the journalist who wrote the 

article about the outcome of movie “Waiting for “Superman’” uses a far more casual and general 

phrasing: Decades into America’s fight over how to improve education... Hence, the author simplifies the 

subject matter, making it accessible and comprehendible for a wider range of people. 

 

Moreover, though the “Time” article carries a serious undertone, there are several humorous elements in 

the text that would be difficult to justify in an academic text. For instance, one heading is Caught in the 

Matrix, which is an ironic metaphor highlighting the long-term difficulties of changing an unsustainable 

educational system. Furthermore, the author writes in similar irony: Apparently, you can ask a man to 

make a movie about Al Gore, a slideshow and global warming, but if you want him to pay attention to 

education reform, well, sir, now you’ve gone too far. Unlike an academic writer, a journalist is free to use 

entertaining and clever phrasing to capture a reader’s attention. Academic texts, on the other hand, 

usually involve either empirical or theoretical studies that are conveyed through facts and reflection 

about one’s own or others conclusions. If one wants to create academic work worth taken seriously, one 

should not disrespect the academic genre by applying humor and irony to it. It personalizes the work to 

an inappropriate extent and takes the light of what is important; which is the research in itself, and not 

the researcher. 

 

To conclude – there are different attributes that do not fit inside the frames of the academic genre. These 

are especially visible when a piece of academic work is contrasted with work in other genres, although 

academic texts can in comparison with one another also be generally different. A journalist can maintain 

a high-register language in an article but still create work that is un-academic, due to, for instance, 

inappropriate elements of humor. In addition, academic texts can be different depending on the 

recipients; whether a text is written for students and intended for learning purposes, or for other 

academics in purpose of conveying a specific research result to others in the field. The latter demands a 

highly serious working method, relevant terminology and continuous list of reference within the body of 

work, as observed within the scientific review analyzed in this essay.  
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