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Abstract

Postgraduate academic writing is an essential skill that students must acquire, but mastering its conventions
continues to be problematic, particularly for foreign English-speaking students. This study examines
postgraduate students' lexico-syntactic trends in academic writing across various disciplines. With a mixed-
methods approach, data were collected from 150 postgraduate students through surveys, a corpus of 100
academic texts, and semi-structured interviews with 10 academic writing instructors. The findings reveal
that building arguments, selecting appropriate academic vocabulary, and acquiring discipline-specific
conventions are primary challenges students face. Furthermore, linguistic challenges such as grammatical
complexity and positioning oneself within academic discourse are more prominent for non-native speakers
of English. Corpus analysis detects profound disciplinary variation: natural sciences stress brevity and
technical correctness, humanities opt for interpretative density, and social sciences balance factual reporting
and analysis. Effective pedagogic interventions include teacher response, peer feedback, guided reading,
and writing workshops, and 70% of the students reported increased writing skills after structured training
sessions. The study underscores the need for discipline-based pedagogic approaches to assist postgraduate
students in overcoming writing problems. The long-term impacts of academic writing interventions and the
role technology has in being able to write need to be researched further.
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Introduction

Academic writing remains a cornerstone of communicating scholarship, hence a premier
medium of considering and imparting research findings to the world to add knowledge. To
postgraduate students, especially those studying at the doctoral level in different disciplines,
mastering academic writing is quite a challenge involving not only a great understanding of one's
subject but also how to present ideas with clarity and conciseness and in the manner dictated by a
specific discipline (Woodward-Kron 2008; 2009).

While academic writing is a generic activity, its conventions and linguistic features often
differ significantly across fields because of various expectations and methodologies involved in
different disciplines (Academic Discourse Across Disciplines, 2006). In the case of non-native
English-speaking postgraduates, their challenges are further exacerbated by linguistic and cultural
barriers. This makes the task of learning advanced academic writing particularly challenging. It
requires a nuanced pedagogical approach that considers general and discipline-specific
requirements for academic writing.

The overall aim of the study is to examine the lexico-syntactic patterns of postgraduate
students’ writing across specializations, both in terms of what they have in common and what they
do not have in common in their writing habits. By doing this, the study aims to investigate what
common lexico-syntactic patterns distinguish postgraduate academic writing across fields and how
they differ based on the area of study. It also seeks to explore what difficulties students encounter
in following academic writing conventions and whether these difficulties vary by discipline. The
study also investigates how linguistic theories can explain the variations in writing practices among
postgraduate students from various specializations. Lastly, the study considers how effective
writing strategies can be formulated to improve students' academic writing skills. By addressing
these issues, this work bridges the gap between linguistic theory and writing practice, providing
tools and frameworks that can benefit any aspiring scholar, regardless of their discipline.

Literature Review

Recent research has illuminated the complex issues of challenges and supports that relate
to academic writing, feedback, and disciplinary variation (Khedri et al., 2013). Gupta et al. (2022)
presented a multi-faceted difficulty for international doctoral students: linguistic, cultural, and
conventions of scholarship. Maringe and Jenkins (2015) discussed the emotional challenges of
academic writing, as stigma and apprehension have significantly impacted writing experience.
Inouye and McAlpine (2019) expanded on this in their discussion of using feedback to inform
academic identity, asserting that its effectiveness lies within both its content, and student
perceptions. Tyndall and Powell (2023) supported this perspective, noting that "giving and
receiving writing critique was uncomfortable for these novice peer reviewers and many described
emotional disciplining associated with vulnerability” (p. 186).

Disciplinary-specific conventions lie at the core of academic writing practices
(Abdulkhaleq, 2021). Dong, Wang, and Buckingham (2023) investigated syntactic complexity by
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discipline and found vast variation between soft and hard sciences. This is consistent with Ahmad,
Mahmood, and Siddique (2023), who illustrated distinct disciplinary patterns in dissertations
written across varying disciplines and associated epistemological bases. Szczyglowska (2022)
built on this trajectory of research by investigating epistemic modality. Malveira Orfano and
Wingate (2023) added to this discussion by addressing the disciplinary challenges faced by nursing
students, emphasizing that "students' feedback suggests that a combination of genre-based
approaches with an inclusive model of literacy instruction offers a sound rationale for the design
of academic writing initiatives” (p. 120).

The linguistic complexity of academic writing has been widely examined (Campbell, 2015;
Eze & Inegbedion, 2015; Tian & Zhang, 2023). Biber, Gray, and Staples (2016) contrasted
conversation and academic writing grammar structures and pointed out that complex syntactic
structures typical of academic texts should be explicitely taught. This was also supported by
Nasseri (2021), whose study implied that phrasal constructions appear more often in academic
writing than clausal constructions and that they are thus among the most challenging features to
master for non-native speakers of English. AIMarwani (2020) also commented on the importance
of academic writing problems, affirming that the data analysis revealed that the difficulties students
encounter are mainly filled into one of the following categories: language skills, academic writing
skills, and source managing skills.

Different pedagogical interventions have been proposed by researchers to resolve these
difficulties. For example, Kornhaber et al. (2016) and Tremblay-Wragg et al. (2021) recommended
organized writing retreats, which create a supportive environment and improve productivity. Ma
(2019) emphasized that one-on-one consultations for EAL doctoral students are particularly
effective, as personalized feedback yields better results. Hershberger (2021) reinforced this claim
by highlighting that the template served as a guide for communicating essential section
components of a rigorous and reproducible literature review manuscript. Additionally, Hill and
Thabet (2021) addressed broader publication challenges and obstacles to doctoral student research
publication. Addressing these challenges calls for integrating linguistic and pedagogical strategies
(Odena & Burgess, 2017). Ahmad et al. (2023) presented a corpus-based analysis approach to
academic writing; by using this approach, academics will be able to highlight discipline-specific
conventions that can be explicitly taught. Sala-Bubaré and Castell6 (2018) emphasized self-
regulation and metacognitive strategies that students can adopt to enhance their writing proficiency
by taking better charge of their academic writing process. These strategies, combined with
structured feedback mechanisms and pedagogical innovations, contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of how academic writing can be effectively supported and developed.

Methodology
Participants

There were three participant groups in the study. First, postgraduate students from various
academic disciplines, including natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities, were queried.
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Students were recruited from three Ukrainian universities: National University "Odesa Law
Academy,"” Odesa National Maritime University, and Ivan Franko National University of Lviv.
One hundred fifty students participated, with representation across disciplines and levels of
academic experience. Second, a 100-postgraduate research article corpus was compiled. These
were essays, theses, and dissertations from postgraduate students. The balance of disciplines and
academic levels were the criteria for selecting such texts. Third, semi-structured interviews with
10 academic writing instructors with experience teaching postgraduate students were carried out.
The instructors were requested to provide feedback on students' language problems and the
pedagogical practices being implemented to assist in solving them.

Research Instruments

There were three primary data collection instruments. The questionnaire, which was
administered to postgraduate students, included closed- and open-ended questions to solicit their
perceptions, problems, and strategies regarding academic writing. Some closed-ended questions
included: "On a scale of 1 to 5, how confident do you feel in academic writing?" "Which of the
following aspects of academic writing do you find most challenging? (organizing arguments, using
discipline-specific vocabulary, mastery of grammar and syntax, adhering to citation conventions)"
"How often do you seek feedback on your academic writing from others or instructors? (never,
infrequently, occasionally, often, always)". Open-ended questions such as "What are the main
problems you face when you write academic texts in English?" were given to allow more detailed
responses.

A 100-postgraduate research article corpus was analyzed for linguistic features, including
lexical choice, syntactic features, and genre-specific conventions. The analysis focused on the
discipline variation of these elements. Further clarification of the corpus selection criteria (e.g.,
inclusion/exclusion criteria, sampling frame) would make the study more transparent.

Ten academic writing tutors were involved in semi-structured interviews. The interviews
investigated their perceptions of students' linguistic problems and pedagogical practices that were
considered effective. Sample questions included "What is the most frequent kind of linguistic
problem in postgraduate students' academic writing?", *"How do you address the individual needs
of students from different disciplines?”, "What tasks or practices have been most adequate in
teaching academic writing?", "How does students’ mastery of Academic English affect their ability
to meet disciplinary writing conventions?", "Do you find a difference between native and non-
native speakers in their approach to academic writing?"'.

Research Procedures

Data collection followed a systematic procedure. The questionnaire was emailed to
postgraduate students in the three universities. Responses were collected over a duration to enable
maximum participation. For the construction of the corpus, research papers were gathered from
university repositories and faculty recommendations. Documents were anonymized to ensure
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confidentiality. Interviews were conducted face-to-face or via video conferencing, depending on
instructor availability. Interviews were recorded and transcribed for subsequent analysis. Ethical
guidelines of informed consent and anonymity were followed during the experiment. Participants
were informed of their right to withdraw at any time.

Data Analysis

A mixed-methods design was employed to analyze the data. The survey data was analyzed
statistically to identify trends in students' academic writing experiences. Descriptive statistics and
inferential statistics were computed to highlight common trends. Text analysis software was
employed to extract frequency counts of focused linguistic features to facilitate comparison across
disciplines. It provided quantitative insights into lexical and syntactic variation in academic
writing. Thematic analysis was carried out on open-ended survey questions, interview transcripts,
and selected excerpts from the corpus. Emerging themes of linguistic challenges, disciplinary
conventions, and effective writing strategies were identified.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study was provided, and informed consent was provided by all of
the participants. Confidentiality was ensured by keeping responses and research documents
anonymous. Participants were informed of their rights, including the right to withdraw from the
study at any time.

Results

Analysis of the data obtained through the questionnaires, corpus analysis, and interviews
yielded several key findings concerning the linguistic features and academic writing practices of
postgraduate students across disciplines. These findings are grouped into three main themes:
common challenges in academic writing, disciplinary differences in linguistic features, and
strategies to surmount writing difficulties.

Common Issues in Academic Writing

The data obtained illustrate the number of specific writing difficulties that postgraduate
students reported in this study, showing a very notable difference between native and non-native-
speaking students. A high proportion mentioned the main areas, like structuring arguments, using
grammar at an advanced level, and following discourse-specific requirements, reflecting the
complex nature of the challenges with academic writing.

The main challenges found are that a majority of 78 percent of the students struggle with
argument structuring. This was especially true for fields such as the humanities and social sciences,
which rely on complex reasoning and layered argumentation. One student said, "I am often unclear
about how to structure my ideas logically. Sometimes, | start with far too much detail, and my
main argument gets lost in that.” Instructors agreed, adding that many students had no clear thesis
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statement and then failed to link supporting evidence to a primary argument. One instructor noted,
"Students often dilute the impact of their writing with ideas that are not well-organized.”

Similarly, using appropriate academic vocabulary proved to be another big challenge at
65%, as students find it challenging to choose words that should be used to communicate formally
in academic writing. A student shared, "I struggle with finding the right words to make my writing
sound formal and academic. | tend to use simple words that don't seem professional enough."
Instructors further elaborated, highlighting that some students overuse jargon, which makes their
writing inaccessible, while others fail to incorporate discipline-specific terminology, undermining
their credibility as researchers.

Non-native English-speaking students were further burdened with problems such as
mastering complex grammatical structures, which 73% complained about, and adjusting to
conventions of the particular discipline, which 68% reported. One confessed, "I know the basics
of English grammar, but when it comes to using complex sentences, | make mistakes. I'm unsure
when to use passive voice or how to vary sentence structures.” Instructors observed that these
students often have difficulties with grammatical nuances such as conditional sentences or
modality, which can hit the clarity and precision of their writing so hard.

A critical issue is that positioning writing within educational communities is a challenge,
significantly highlighted in interviews with instructors. This involves aligning one's work with the
conventions and expectations of specific disciplines while being part of existing scholarly
conversations. As one instructor noted, "Students rarely consider their audience when writing.
They often fail to engage with existing research in a way that situates their work within the broader
scholarly conversation." A student echoed this difficulty, stating, "I don’t always understand how
to frame my research in the context of what others have done. It’s hard to find the balance between
adding my voice and respecting established ideas."

These findings highlight the complex and multi-layered nature of the challenges that
postgraduate students face in academic writing. Although problems related to the structuring of
arguments and academic vocabulary are shared by all, non-native speakers have further difficulties
with advanced grammar and discipline-specific conventions. The difficulty of locating one's work
within an academic community underlines the need for targeted instruction in scholarly
communication. These findings represent the basis on which strategies to support students could
be designed, including focused training in argumentation, vocabulary development, and alignment
with the linguistic and rhetorical expectations of various disciplines.

Disciplinary Variation in Linguistic Features

The corpus analysis also showed significant differences in linguistic features among
disciplines. In the natural sciences, sentences are short and factual, often in passive voice with
technical terms. Thus, the sentence "The reaction was conducted at 25°C, and the resulting
compound was purified using column chromatography" is typical. The passive voice used here,
"was conducted,” "was purified,"” moves the emphasis from who did it (the researcher) to the
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process itself, making the tone more objective. Besides, technical vocabulary such as "reaction,"”
"compound,” and "column chromatography" shows how the language is dependent on the use of
specific, precise terms to denote scientific clarity.

On the other hand, humanities are more wordy and interpretative, with many complicated
sentence structures and modal verbs used to express doubt or nuance. For instance, the sentence
"The juxtaposition of light and shadow in Caravaggio's work might suggest an intentional
commentary on the dualities of human existence™ is a good example of these tendencies. The
structure is more complex, with a subordinate clause ("might suggest an intentional commentary"),
allowing for layered argumentation. The modal verb "might™ introduces an element of uncertainty,
which is characteristic of interpretative disciplines where definitive conclusions are less common.
Additionally, the varied word choice, including “juxtaposition” and “dualities,” highlights the
humanities' emphasis on descriptive and nuanced language.

The social sciences exhibit a balanced approach, blending factual reporting with
interpretative analysis. An example of this would be the following sentence "The data from the
survey point to a strong association between socio-economic status and educational attainment;
however, further research must be undertaken to establish any cause and effect.” This language
maintains clarity and precision, meanwhile accounting for its complexity. The subordinate clause
introduced by "although” recognizes the need for further research. At the same time, such terms
as "socioeconomic status” and "educational attainment™ are interdisciplinary, thus being
understandable to readers from any professional sphere.

Lexical density varies significantly across disciplines. The natural sciences are
characterized by a high level of domain-specific terminology, where words such as "reaction" and
"chromatography” have particular communicative functions. The humanities show more
variability in word choice, with words such as "juxtaposition” and "dualities” allowing for
descriptive and interpretative depth. The social sciences fall somewhere in between, using
interdisciplinary terms like "correlation” and "causation” to carry meaning across diverse
academic contexts.

Syntactically, the natural sciences favor short, straightforward sentences that avoid
unnecessary elaboration, focusing on clarity and precision. Humanities writing, however,
frequently employs subordinate clauses, facilitating detailed and nuanced arguments. Social
sciences combine these tendencies, using simple and complex sentences, and balancing factual
reporting with acknowledgment of complexity. This analysis brings out the discipline-specific
conventions of academic writing. While the natural sciences rely on objectivity and precision, the
humanities emphasize complexity and interpretation, and the social sciences combine these
approaches, reflecting their interdisciplinary nature. These distinctions underpin the necessity for
tailored academic writing instruction to meet the unique demands of each field.
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Practices Contributing to Overcoming Writing Obstacles

Students and instructors identified various approaches that have been especially helpful to
developing academic writing. Of all the tools available, targeted feedback from instructors was the
most impactful, according to 64% of the students who identified it as their most significant help in
improving their skills. Many students explained that specific, detailed feedback allowed them to
understand their errors and refine their writing style over time. For instance, one student reported,
"When my instructor showed me how | was using too much passive voice and then showed me how
to reword the sentences it helped me to be more direct and clear.” Instructors reiterated that
individualized feedback, which targets specific needs, can make the most significant difference in
closing the gap between student's current abilities and the expectations of the disciplines.

Finally, 58% of the students regarded peer review and collaborative writing exercises as
crucial resources. Such activities give them different viewpoints on their work and the opportunity
to learn from others' strengths. One student remarked, "Reading my classmates' drafts gave me
ideas about how to make improvements to my own writing, especially in structuring arguments
and using transitions." These collaborative activities also facilitated discussions of writing
strategies and promoted the students' sense of working together and supporting one another.

Corpus analysis also supported such findings: students who read academic texts from their
fields extensively demonstrated much better genre conventions. For example, the students who
read journal articles regularly knew better how to use field-specific terms, structure their
arguments according to the field tradition, and sustain an appropriate tone. According to one
instructor, "Students who steep themselves in academic literature internalize the conventions of
their field, which helps them with their writing."

Interviews with instructors emphasized the integration of writing workshops and
discipline-specific tasks in the students' postgraduate curriculum. Such interventions were believed
to raise awareness not only about linguistic conventions but also about the possibilities for
applying them. According to one instructor, for instance, a practical workshop started with students
analyzing some assertive abstracts and then went into their writing with on-the-spot feedback. This
process helped the students grasp the subtlety of academic style, along with the hands-on
experience in crafting abstracts in lucid and succinct ways.

Students who attended this kind of workshop generally declared manifold improvements
in their writing. A remarkable 70% of students surveyed, after attending these workshops, stated
that their effective writing had increased. One participant said, "The workshop on writing
introductions was a game-changer for me. | learned how to hook the reader, state the problem,
and outline my objectives in a way that feels natural and persuasive.” Instructors concurred, adding
that workshops allow a structural setting in which students can try out new techniques and obtain
constructive feedback.

These findings underscore the worth of a multilayered approach toward developing
academic writing skills: targeted feedback, peer interactions, and extended reading contribute to a
deeper understanding of writing conventions, while workshops and tailored tasks provide the
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practical experience required for skill mastery. Combined, these strategies create a nurturing yet
effective environment where postgraduate students can improve their academic writing.

Discussion

This research clarifies knowledge of novelties in lexico-syntactic patterns in postgraduate
academic discourse, emphasizing common and discipline-specific problems. The synergy between
survey results, corpus data, and interviews with students' instructors presents a rich picture of the
difficulties faced by the students and possible solutions to overcome them.

The most pronounced of these are structuring arguments, in which 78% of students are
struggling in this area, particularly in the humanities and social sciences, where subtlety in
reasoning is vital (Hill & Thabet, 2021). Unclear thesis statements and poor logical connections
between arguments are barriers to coherence. Choice of vocabulary is also an issue, as the students
cannot maintain a balance between accessibility and professional vocabulary, one that has been
noted by AlMarwani (2020) as well. The natural sciences opt for technical precision, with
humanities employing interpretive terminology that justifies vocabulary instruction based on
discipline.

Other syntactic challenges faced by non-native English speakers include intricate grammar
constructions such as modality and passive voice, affecting clarity and coherence. These
challenges align with Eze and Inegbedion (2015), who noted linguistic accuracy as a key predictor
of academic success. Most students also struggle to position their work within ongoing scholarly
debate, reflecting linguistic competence and knowledge of literary conventions.

Corpus analysis illustrates the diverse writing habits of various disciplines. Natural
sciences emphasize conciseness with concise sentences and technical vocabulary, while
humanities use compound syntax and interpretive aspects. Social sciences strive to find a middle
ground by proportioning fact reporting with analysis. These differences warrant discipline-based
instruction in writing to address the scholarly needs of students.

Effective writing habits include instructor feedback, peer review, and guided reading.
Students engaged in collaborative writing and extensive reading have more control over academic
conventions. Teacher interviews confirm that workshops combining text analysis with experiential
writing activities greatly enhance skills, supporting research by Hershberger (2021). In the study,
70% of students reported improved writing skills after participating in workshops, confirming the
value of structured, practice-based learning.

Overcoming academic writing challenges requires an integrated approach. Expert teaching,
one-to-one feedback, peer teaching, and structured workshops can bridge the gap between students'
current capability and discipline needs. By providing tailored support for both generic and field-
specific writing needs, educators can better equip postgraduate students to meet academic needs,
eventually improving the quality of scholarly output and professional development.
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Conclusion

The present study has examined the lexico-syntactic tendencies in postgraduate discipline-
specific academic writing, noting common issues across fields and field-specific variations. The
study reported persistent challenges in structuring arguments, learning special terms of
scholarship, and observing discursive conventions, with some extra-linguistic challenges posed by
students with non-native English proficiency. The natural sciences require exactness, the
humanities encourage interpretive richness, and the social sciences blend reporting facts with
analysis. These variations necessitate pedagogies unique to each discipline that balance clarity
with adherence to field conventions. The study also underlines the effectiveness of systematic
measures such as peer review, specific feedback, and writing workshops in improving students'
writing skills. Encouraging exposure to scholarly reading and supplying discipline-specific
exercises proved most useful in enhancing writing skills.

Lastly, these findings necessitate an integrated and adaptive approach to teaching academic
writing, equipping postgraduate students with skills needed for professional and academic success.
Future research must investigate the long-term impact of writing interventions and find the
application of computer-based tools in facilitating the acquisition of academic writing.
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