Choosing Your Style
Much of the writing done every day (email, IM, notes, etc.) can be called informal because it contains contractions, slang terms, and incomplete sentences.  Some of the writing in college classes will be informal writing, too, such as personal reactions and journal entries.  However, most larger assignments will require the use of a professional style at either the middle level or formal level, depending on the purpose, genre, social context, and the relationship with the audience.  
Part of learning to be a successful writer is discerning which style to use.   For example, a memoir is often written in an informal, conversational style or a middle-level style because the formal style might strike readers as dry, distant, and cold. On the other hand, a research paper written in the middle or informal style would probably be judged by instructor to be sloppy, unscholarly, and inappropriate.   

The chart below, from Lynn Z. Bloom’s Fact and Artifact, defines each style level.  These categories are not hard and fast, but rough guidelines, so students should remember that each discipline has specific expectations.  For example, a personal narrative in an English course can use the informal first person ("I dreamed I was ...") but a chemistry lab report must use a third person, formal voice ("The beaker was...) [image: image1.png]LEVELS OF LANGUAGE

Characteristic Informal Level Middle Level Formal Level
voice personal—pro- somewhat less impersonal—pro-
nouns are I, yow;  personal, may or  nouns are one,
author’s personal-  may not use per- we, be, or may be
ity and personal sonal pronouns I,  absent if passive
reactions promi- you, author’s per-  voice is used; little
nent sonality and per- or ne direct repre-
sonal reactions sentation of the
more subdued author’s personal-
ity
tone wide range of wide range of in theory, a wide
tones possible, tones possible, ex-  range of tones is
usually expressed  pression more possible, but the
conspicuously, subdued expression is
sometimes with- highly controlled
out restraint
vocabulary informal, conver-  ranges from con-  formal standard
sational; may in- versational to English, much
clude slang, pro- more formal stan-  more likely to be
fanity, dialects; dard English; vo- written than spo-
fairly simple vo- cabulary varies ken except in ora-
cabulary from common to tory, speeches;
unusual; some fig-  more foreign and
urative language archaic words
sentences short, simple with ~ wide range of wide variation in

less variation than
in middle or for-
mal levels

lengths; average
length in middle
range; some varia-
tion in patterns

and construction

lengths; longest
average number
of words; most
complex construc-
tion




