Formal Vs. Informal Writing

Mrs. Hirzel’s Writing Boot Camp

But, Mrs. Hirzel, this is how I talk, why can’t I write like this?


Oh, so many reasons.  But, to be brief, there are two main reasons why writing a formal paper is different from writing a journal entry or having a conversation with a friend: audience and purpose.  You speak differently around your friends than you do your principal, right?  The same thing is true for writing.  
Audience: to whom you are writing or speaking

Purpose: the reason why you are writing or speaking

Formal Paper Audience:  Although you are usually writing formal papers to just one teacher, it is best to think of your audience for formal papers as a room full of teachers, professors, or scholars on the subject (in this case literature).  

The audience will affect not only how you write, but also how much information you will provide about the plot of your novel.  If you imagine that you are writing for a roomful of people like your teacher or professor, you will realize that such people:
· don't need to be told the basic principles or facts of their chosen discipline (such as the definition of foreshadowing or irony)
· don't need to be persuaded of the value or importance of the discipline or of major issues and topics within it (English teachers already believe that literature is important and interesting)
· don't need to be to introduced to major works or figures in their field (a focused sentence or two about 1984 or a character is all we really need)
That being said, you do need to include information to convince such people that your argument (thesis) matters - in other words, that their time is not wasted reading what you've written - and they usually appreciate being reminded of small facts (that are important to argument) that even a specialist may forget, such as how far the protagonist walked to get to London or how long after getting there he was arrested for stealing a handkerchief.
Formal Paper Purpose: The purpose of an essay will vary with the assignment. However, the type of essay most commonly assigned to writers is the persuasive essay. A literary analysis paper is actually considered a persuasive essay because you must persuade your audience that your opinion and interpretation on the literature is valid, interesting, and supported. When you write to persuade, be sure to do the following:

· present a clear, interesting thesis early in the essay - usually by the end of the first paragraph
· provide detailed evidence to support that thesis
· anticipate and refute arguments and evidence that would likely come up in objection to your thesis
Some information adapted from: Schacht, Paul, and Celia Easton. "Audience and Purpose." SUNY Geneseo Writing Guide. SUNY Geneseo, 2008. Web. 23 Oct. 2011.
Formal Writing Conventions
writingconventionsaresimplyrulesthatwritersfollowsothatthereaderunderstandswhatwritersaretryingtocommunicateweusethemallthetime

Can you imagine if we didn’t use writing conventions to communicate?  All our writing would look like the text above.  It would take us hours and hours just to decipher just a few pages of text.

 Writing conventions are simply rules that writers follow so that the reader understands what writers are trying to communicate.  We use them all the time.  For example, punctuation; capitalization; correct spelling; and spacing between words are all conventions that we follow on a regular basis.  However, formal writing has its own set of conventions for writers to follow.
The Formal Façade

· The convention in formal writing is to pretend there is no writer, no reader and no written piece. This means that formal essays do not use the first or second person ("I" or "you"). This also means that the essay itself should not be referred to; the writer of a formal essay should avoid "this report is about," "this essay proved," and anything similar. Informal essays may use these, but only if necessary.

Language

· In informal writing, contractions may be used, but formal writing requires that they be avoided. Slang should also be avoided, unless it is part of a direct quotation. Slang is not automatically appropriate in informal writing, though. The intended audience of the piece should be taken into consideration; slang is essentially a type of jargon, and is only appropriate if the readers will all understand what is being said.

Mechanics

· Sentence structure and grammar should be beyond perfect in formal writing. Every sentence needs an explicit subject and predicate; command statements have "you" as the implied subject, so they should still be avoided in formal writing. In informal writing, the adage about knowing the rules before breaking them applies; the use of sentence fragments for reader impact is permissible in informal writing, provided it is done sparingly.

Tone

· While informal essays allow some shifting in the voice of the writing for dramatic effect, formal writing should be steady and even, erring on the side of boring. No matter what the topic, the writing should not suggest excitement, disgust or any other emotion. If emotions must be expressed, it should be done by use of quotes or the reactions of others.
Organization

· Formal writing requires a straightforward introductory paragraph, supporting arguments and a clear conclusion. Informal essays can be less rigidly structured, following a more natural thought path, or alternating between anecdotes and analysis.

Please read this example of an introduction to an essay on The Kite Runner and rewrite it in formal language.  

Wizz! Bang! Boom!” That’s what many people would say about how good Amir is. You cannot deny how hard he fights for his beliefs and how rockin’ he is.  And how he secretly loves Hassan even at the end of the book.  Can you?!  No, you can’t.  I believe that Amir is the most courageous protagonist in all of literature.  In my paper, I will talk about how Amir actually is a the novel’s hero, he is a courageous protagonist, and intelligent character.
Wizz! Bang! Boom!” That’s what many people would 
say about how good Winston is. You cannot deny how hard 
he fights the government and how rockin’ he is.  And how 
he secretly loves Julia even at the end of the book.  Can you?! 
No, you can’t.  I believe that Winston is the most courageous 
protagonist in all of literature.  In my paper, I will talk about 
how Winston actually is a tragic hero, he is a courageous 

protagonist, and intelligent character.


Wizz! Bang! Boom!” That’s what many people would say about how 
good Amir is. You cannot deny how hard he fights for his beliefs and 

how rockin’ he is.  And how he secretly loves Hassan even at the end
 of the book.  Can you?!  No, you can’t.  I believe that Amir is the most 
courageous protagonist in all of literature.  In my paper, I will talk about 
how Amir actually is a the novel’s hero, he is a courageous protagonist, 

and intelligent character.

