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With lifelong learning perhaps considered to be more important than ever in an increasingly competitive job market, Nida (1992: 477) argues that students “desperately need meaningful access to the kinds of information that is indispensible” in academic writing in order to expand their subject knowledge. It is in this context that this paper aims to discuss both the challenges within and benefits of academic writing.

Despite the need for accessible academic writing, Nida states, “almost 90 percent of scientific publications come out first in English”.  However, he expresses a concern that “many people who need such information have only limited competence in the English language” (ibid).  
At the same time, however, one should consider that there are a number of possible factors as to why English is the common language of academic writing. Firstly, it is the most commonly spoken language in the world. Thus, whilst the proficiencies in understand written English may vary, it can nevertheless be understood by a wide, diverse readership. Secondly, if we take the previous point, it can be thought that some academic publications have a commercial element to them, in that the publisher wishes to gain revenue from sales. Scientific American, discussed by Nida (ibid.) for example, markets itself as “the leading source and authority for science, technology information and policy for a general audience” (http://www.scientificamerican.com/pressroom/aboutus.cfm). Yet despite its reputation as a trusted source, who is this ‘general audience’? Whilst a third of all the magazine’s subscribers hold postgraduate degrees, it can be thought that as a consumer title, Scientific American thus uses English (the main language of science) primarily as a means of expanding its global reach and thus increasing sales.

Consequentially, academic writing is faced by opposing concerns; whilst primarily aiming to educate, it also needs to consider the costs of translation into less commonly spoken languages. Ultimately, it is cheaper to print books written in English on a large scale than to translate them into numerous languages. Opponents to Nida may claim that it is better to reach a wider audience in a common language to allow research findings and academic arguments to be shared with a wider community. However, by ‘limiting’ itself (in Nida’s view) to English, the already complex language and ideas of academic writing becomes further challenging.
Nida claims that it is this complex nature that results in students often ‘skimming’ articles and forming “only general impressions” (ibid: 478). Key vocabulary and connecting syntax such as connecting phrases are prized, he says, at the expense of understanding the full discourse and ideas behind the writing. Furthermore, key ideas are either explained in little detail through footnotes, or footnotes may be found at the end of a chapter, thus confusing the reader. At the same time, Nida’s focus is upon science and anthropology – two fields which often use terminology. Thus, can one claim from this that all academic writing is technical? His later comment that “some linguists have been able to write clearly and effectively about complex language phenomena…” (ibid: 484) suggests that he believes that academic writing must endeavor to avoid excessively using technical language, or jargon. 
However, in some cases, it is difficult to do so. Journalism and technology, for example, are two areas with specialised language. As Nida (ibid: 479) acknowledges, “a certain number of technical terms are inevitable in academic writing” to explain ideas and avoid confusion. So, whilst it is perhaps true that specialised language may ‘alienate’ some readers, the opposite may also be the case, in that the use of this language may connect the intended reader with the author – that is, the reader understands the language used, as they have the background knowledge. Thus, academic writing should perhaps not seek to defend its use of technical language, but rather consider who its intended reader is. If the publication is specialised, one can suggest that the reader should have some background knowledge of the subject and thus understands the terminology. When the readership is a larger, general audience, therefore, specialised vocabulary may need to be reduced, or at least defined.

The complex language common in many journals nevertheless does raise an issue of whether a reader may become disinterested. In particular, Nida raises concerns regarding both the discourse and format of academic writing. In particular, he states that the complex sentence structures, vocabulary and abbreviations used can be become “a form of elitism and a way in which insecure people bind themselves” through forming a collective unity (ibid: 478). At the same time, one should remember that, as Du Plooy (2001) points out, research should be replicable and shared. Thus, academic writing aims to share findings with those who share the interests of the researcher. Consequentially, the author is directly addressing his readers in a language which they should be able to comprehend. On the other hand, if we take Nida’s (ibid.) view that intricate sentences combining many points and ideas, when combined with specialist language, a confusing format with often overly detailed footnotes and summaries which are too detailed, one can argue that it this combination leads to many readers disengaging with, or losing interest in, academic writing. The challenge then is perhaps for academics to write in a fresh, interesting manner, which uses specialist language only when it is necessary, and presents information in clear, concise sentences, with ideas explained clearly.
In conclusion, Nida appears at first to offer a damning attack on academic writing. Yet, as he acknowledges (ibid: 485), “the publication of scholarly research represents a vicious circle”. Academics often write for a specific readership, yet alienate other interested parties through the often intellectually-driven style. On the one hand, academic journals may, as Nida points out, wish to gain prestige and respect for their detailed discussions. Consumer journals however, should consider their mass reach and thus create writings that are accessible to all. On the other hand, academic writing is just that: academic, and challenging. It is not meant solely for entertainment, but to challenge our thinking. 
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