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Approaches 
to Vocabulary

Abbreviation
s

Verbs and 
Adverbs

Conjunction
s

Prepositions Synonyms
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Approaches to Vocabulary

Here we will continue examining some of the key difficulties students face when 
reading academic texts, such as processing new vocabulary, avoiding confusion with 
similar words, and recognising phrases from other languages. 
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Going to extremes?

Muller (2012) maintains that the increased frequency of extreme weather events is linked 
to global warming, in particular to rising sea temperatures. However, McKenzie (2013) 
insists Muller has a bee in his bonnet on this topic, caused by using a dysfunctional
model, and that there is no real evidence that phenomena such as flooding and hurricanes 
are becoming more common. He considers that the key issue is the growing population in 
areas vulnerable to events such as
floods. Muller’s principal concern is a rise in the temperature of the North Pacific Ocean of 
0.5° C since 1968, which McKenzie regards as being within the normal range of historical 
fluctuation. But Javez (2009) and Simmonds (2011), 
inter alia, have argued for an international research programme under 
the auspices of UNESCO to monitor these events, given the 
threefold rise in the cost of insurance claims since 2000.
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ITEM VOCABULARY ISSUE

mantains; insists; referring verbs for summarising ideas

in particular; however conjunctions

A bee in his bonnet idiom

dysfunctional Can be understood by its prefix

phenomena approximate synonym for ‘events’

key metaphor
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ITEM VOCABULARY ISSUE

fluctuation
auspices

formal or technical vocabulary

inter alia phrase from another language

UNESCO abbreviations
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Dealing with 
New 
Vocabulary

Students will meet two vocabulary areas when reading: subject-
specific and general academic. For example, in the text read 
students of Environmental Studies may know ‘fluctuation’ but 
not understand ‘auspices’. Instead of trying to learn all the 
new vocabulary you encounter, you should screen it to select 
which words are worth learning. It can be a mistake to attempt 
to learn too many new words: for most students, subject-
specific language will have priority. 
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You should also check the register of the word or phrase. 
Most vocabulary you read in academic work will be standard 
English, but ‘under the auspices’
(meaning ‘with the authority of ’), for instance, is rather 
formal, while ‘a bee in his bonnet’ is idiomatic. 

As already advised it is generally better to use standard 
English in your own written work.
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Ambiguity     Where more than one interpretation is possible; lack of clarity

Anecdote      A story told to illustrate a situation or idea

Cliché           An overused idea or phrase; lacking in freshness

Euphemism   A word or phrase used to avoid naming something

Idiom            A phrase used in colloquial speech, the meaning of which is not obvious

Metaphor      A word used to refer to something but that literally means something else  

unpleasant directly

Paradox        An idea that seems wrong but yet may be true

Proverb        A traditional statement or rhyme containing advice or a moral

Saying          An often-repeated comment that seems to contain some truth

Simile           A comparison of two things, using ‘like’ or ‘as’

Slogan          A frequently repeated phrase used in advertising or politics

Statement     A rather formal comment on a situation

Synopsis       A summary of something
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which of the features listed above list is illustrated by each one.

a) The President said she regretted the loss of life in the typhoon and sympathised with the 
survivors. (statement)
b) At the beginning of the lecture Professor Chang told them about an accident she had 
seen that morning. (____________________)
c) There’s no such thing as a free lunch, he warned them. (____________________)
d) The author of the report passed away on November 21st. (____________________)
e) He told the class that their law course was a voyage over an uncharted ocean. 
(____________)
f) She said that the older she got, the less she seemed to know.  (______)
g) After the price rise, sales fell like a stone. (____________________)
h) It is said that the early bird catches the worm. (_____________ ___)
i) Their teacher explained that the novel consisted of two parts; 
the first historical, the second contemporary. (synopsis)
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Confusing Pairs

Certain common words can cause confusion because they have similar but distinct spellings 
and meanings; let’s explain:

• The drought affected the wheat harvest in Australia.

An immediate effect of the price rise was a fall in demand.

‘Affect’ and ‘effect’ are two different words. ‘Affect’ is a verb, while ‘effect’ is

commonly used as a noun.

• accept (verb)/except (prep)

It is difficult to accept their findings.

The report is finished except for the conclusion.
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• compliment (noun/verb)/complement (verb)
Her colleagues complimented her on her presentation.
His latest book complements his previous research on South African
politics.

• economic (adj.)/economical (adj.)
Inflation was one economic result of the war.
Sharing a car to go to work was an economical move.

• its (possessive pronoun)/it’s (subject pronoun + verb)
The car’s advanced design was its most distinct feature.
It is widely agreed that carbon emissions are rising.
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• led (verb – past tense of lead)/lead (noun)
His research led him to question the orthodox opinion.
Lead (Pb) is a valuable mineral.

• lose (verb)/loose (adj)
No general ever plans to lose a battle.
He stressed the loose connection between religion and psychology.

• principal (adj/noun)/principle (noun)
Zurich is the principal city of Switzerland.
The principal welcomed the students.
All economists recognise the principle of supply and 
demand.
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• rise (verb – past tense rose)/raise (verb – past tense raised)
The population of Sydney rose by 35% in the last century.
The university raised its fees by 10% last year.

• site (noun)/sight (noun)
The site of the battle is now covered by an airport.
His sight began to weaken when he was in his eighties.

• tend to (verb)/trend (noun)
Young children tend to enjoy making a noise.
In many countries there is a trend towards smaller families.



Click to edit Master title style

• Click to edit Master text styles
• Second level

• Third level

• Fourth level

• Fifth level

Undergraduate Diploma in Business 

Administration

Choose the correct word in each sentence.

a) The company was founded on the principals/principles of quality and
value.
b) Millions of people are attempting to lose/loose weight.
c) Sunspots have been known to affect/effect radio communication.
d) Professor Poledna received their compliments/complements politely.
e) The ancient symbol depicted a snake eating it’s/its tail.
f) Both social and economical/economic criteria need to be examined.
g) It took many years for some of Einstein’s theories to be
accepted/excepted.
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WORDS AND PHRASES FROM OTHER LANGUAGES

When reading academic texts, you may meet words and phrases from other 
languages, usually Latin, German or French. 
They are generally used because there is no exact English equivalent, and they are 
often printed in italics:

He argued for the de facto independence of the states.

You are not expected to use these phrases in your own writing, but it is useful to 
understand them when you read. They can be found in a dictionary, and some of the 
more common ones are being listed 
here:
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Latin

•ad hoc        unplanned
•de facto      as it really is
•de jure        according to law
• inter alia    among others
• in vitro       studies conducted on isolated organs (in  

Biology)
•pro rata     proportional
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French

•à propos de       on the subject of
•ancien régime    old ruling system
•coup d’état        military takeover
•déjà vu              sensation of having 

seen something before
• fait accompli      accomplished fact
•raison d’être      reason for living
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German

• Bildungsroman   a story of growing-up

• Mitteleuropa central Europe

• Realpolitik         political reality

• Schadenfreude   pleasure from another’s misfortune                      

• Zeitgeist            spirit of the times
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Abbreviations are an important and expanding feature 

of contemporary English, widely used for convenience and 
space-saving.

Students need to be familiar with both general and 
academic abbreviations.
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Abbreviations take the form of shortened words, acronyms or a set of
letters, as shown here.

a) Shortened words are often used without the writer being aware of the 
original form. 

‘Bus’ comes from ‘omnibus’, which is hardly used in modern English, and ‘disco’ is more 
common than ‘discothèque’, while ‘refrigerator’ is still better in written English than the 
informal ‘fridge’.

Yet ‘lab’ for ‘laboratory’, ‘memo’ for ‘memorandum’ and ‘vet’ for
‘veterinary surgeon’ are quite acceptable.
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b) Acronyms are made up of the initial letters of a name or phrase 
(e.g. AIDS = Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome).  They are 
pronounced as words. In some cases, users have forgotten that these 
are acronyms and they are treated as ordinary words (e.g. ‘radar’ 
comes from ‘radio
detection and ranging’).
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c) Other abbreviations are read as sets of individual letters. They 
include names of countries, organisations and companies 
(US/BBC/IBM), and also abbreviations which are only found in 
written English (e.g. PTO means ‘please turn over’). 

Note that in many cases abbreviations are widely used without 
most users knowing what the individual 
letters stand for (e.g. DNA, DVD).
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MOST COMMON ABBREVIATIONS USED IN ACADEMIC ENGLISH

• AGM     annual general meeting

• ASAP    as soon as possible

• BA        Bachelor of Arts

• BCE      before the common era (previously BC)

• BSc       Bachelor of Sciences

• CAD      computer-aided design

• CE        common era (previously AD)

• CV        curriculum vitae

• DIY       do-it-yourself

• ETA      estimated time of arrival (for journeys)

• EU        European Union
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• FE       further education (non-university study 

above 16/18)

• GM      genetically modified

• GNP    gross national product

• HE       higher education (university study above 18)

• HR(M)  human resource (management)

• ICT      information and communications technology

• IMF      International Monetary Fund

• LLB     Bachelor of Laws

• MA      Master of Arts

• MSc     Master of Science

• PG       Postgraduate
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• PGCE   Postgraduate Certificate of Education

• PhD     Doctor of Philosophy

• PLC     public limited company

• PR       public relations
• UCAS  Universities and Colleges Admissions Service  

(UK)
• UG      undergraduate
• UN      United Nations
• URL    uniform resource locator (website address)
• VC      Vice-Chancellor
• WTO    World Trade Organisation
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More PUNCTUATION
There are many standard abbreviations which have a full stop after them 
to show that it is a shortened form of a word 
(e.g. Tues. = Tuesday). 
Other examples are govt. (government), co. (company) and Oct. (October). 

With acronyms and other abbreviations, it is now normal to 
write the letters without full stops (e.g. BBC, ABS).
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Duplicate Abbreviations can be confusing. 

PC, for example, may stand for ‘personal
computer’ but also ‘politically correct’ or ‘police constable’. 

It is useful to be aware of these potential confusions. 
A good dictionary should be used to understand more 
unusual abbreviations.
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There are certain abbreviations common to most types of academic writing: 

anon. anonymous (no author)
c.      circa (in dates – about)
cf.     compare
ed.    editor/edition
e.g.   for example
et al. and others (used for giving names of multiple authors)
etc.   et cetera (and so on – do not use this in formal academic work)
Fig.   figure (for labelling charts and graphs)
ibid.  in the same place (to refer to source mentioned immediately before)
i.e.    that is
K      thousand
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NB:       take careful note
nd.        no date (i.e. an undated source) 
No.       number
op. cit.  in the source mentioned previously
p.a.       yearly (per annum)
pp.        pages
PS        postscript
re:        with reference to
sic used in brackets after a copied or quoted word that appears odd or erroneous to show that the word is       

quoted exactly as it stands in the original 

vs         versus
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Verbs and Adverbs
• Understanding Main Verbs

Study the following sentence and underline the main verbs:

The author concludes that no reasonable alternative is currently available to replace 
constitutional democracy, even though he does not completely reject the possibility of creating a 
better political system in the future.

To follow the writer’s meaning, the reader needs to be clear that ‘conclude’ and ‘reject’ are the 
main verbs in the two parts of the sentence.

Academic writing tends to use rather formal verbs to express the writer’s meaning accurately:

In the last decade the pace of change accelerated.

Could Darwin have envisaged the controversy his work would cause?

In spoken English we are more likely to use ‘speed up’ and ‘imagined’.
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ADVERBS

1. In the following sentence, adverbs are used to give information about time (currently) and degree 
(completely).
The author concludes that no reasonable alternative is currently available to replace constitutional 
democracy, even though he does not completely reject the possibility of creating a better political system in 
the future.

Adverbs are used in academic writing in a variety of ways. Among the most important are:
a) to provide more detail, with verbs and adjectives:
Reasonably good data are available for only the first two years.
Decomposition eventually ceases in modern landfills.

b) individually, often at the beginning of sentences, to introduce new points or link 
sentences together:
Currently, the Earth’s atmosphere appears to be warming up.
Alternatively, the use of non-conventional renewable energies is worth 
exploring.
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NB: Adverbs used individually need to be 
employed with care. It is dangerous to overuse 
them, since they can be like the author 
commenting on the topic. 

As an academic writer aims to be objective, 
adverbs such as ‘fortunately’ or ‘remarkably’ may 
be unsuitable.
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2. Adverbs linked to verbs and adjectives usually fall into three groups.

a) Time (when?)
previously published 
retrospectively examined

b) Degree (how much?)
declined considerably
contribute substantially

c) Manner (in what way?)
1. medically complicated
2. remotely located
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Conjunctions are words or phrases which join sections of 
text together.
Effective reading and writing requires clarity about the 
specific meaning of conjunctions. 
This section  describes the different functions of 
conjunctions and practises their use. 
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Prepositions
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Using 
Prepositions
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Prepositions 
and Nouns
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Prepositions in Phrases



Click to edit Master title style

• Click to edit Master text styles
• Second level

• Third level

• Fourth level

• Fifth level

Undergraduate Diploma in Business 

Administration

Prepositions of Time and Space  
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Synonyms
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How Synonyms Work



Click to edit Master title style

• Click to edit Master text styles
• Second level

• Third level

• Fourth level

• Fifth level

Undergraduate Diploma in Business 

Administration

Synonyms are not always exactly the same in 
meaning, so that in the previous example ‘employees’ 
is more specific than ‘people’. 
It is important not to change the register: ‘firm’ is a 
good synonym for ‘company’, but ‘boss’ is too 
informal to use for ‘manager’.

Many common words  like culture, economy or 
industry have no effective synonyms.  
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