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Informal Language 

 
 Use formal language when writing college or business papers. 
 
 a) Spell out contractions. 
  As examples, use “does not,” “was not,” and “he would” instead of “doesn’t,” “wasn’t,” 

 and “he’d.” 
 
 b) Do not use “you” in college papers in sentences similar to the following.  
   
  Instead of: You can easily calculate your college tuition with this online calculator. 
  Use: Calculating college tuition is easy with this online calculator.   
  or, This online calculator will help in totaling college tuition. 
   
 c) Do not use informal words, such as: 
 
  •    “a lot of” or “lots”  
   Use “many” or another word instead, for example: 
   Unclear: Donald Duck likes a lot of food.  
   Clearer: Donald Duck likes many different kinds of food.  
   Donald Duck likes to eat large portions of food.    
   Donald Duck eats many times during the day. 
   Donald Duck is a pig. 
 
   • “big” 
    Use “large” or “significant” instead. 
    Instead of: The corporation has a big amount of stock outstanding. 
    Use: The corporation has a large [or significant] amount of stock outstanding. 
 
   • “huge” 
    Again use “large” or “significant” instead. 
  
  • “like” 
   Use “for example” if that is the meaning of “like” in your sentence. 
   Instead of: Pluto ruins Mickey’s days in many ways, like running around the office, 
   jumping up on desks, and slobbering on customers.  
   Use: “Pluto ruins Mickey’s days in many ways, for example, running . . . .”  
   (Notice the use of commas around “for example.”)  
  
  • “really” 
   Use “very” instead. 
   Huey and Dewey are really good employees in Donald’s company. 
   Better: Huey and Dewey are very good employees . . . . 
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  • “so” 
   If “so” is used as a connecting word, use “so that,” “then,” “for example,”  
   “for instance,” or “therefore,” instead. 
 
   Instead of: Management must take control of the company’s financial condition so  

  the company does not go into bankruptcy. 
   Use: Management must take control of the company’s financial condition so that the  

  company does not go into bankruptcy. 
 
   Instead of: Management in small companies should keep more control over cash so  

  their companies will have a better chance of staying profitable.  
   Use: Management in small companies should keep more control over cash then  

  their companies will have a better chance of staying profitable.  
 
   Instead of: Mickey should have better time management, so he should keep a daily  

  calendar. 
   Use: Mickey should have better time management, for example, (or for instance) he  

  should keep a daily calendar.  
    
   Instead of: The president identified a project that needed doing, so management got  

  to work. 
   Use: The president identified a project that needed doing; therefore, management  

  got to work. 
   (Notice the use of a semi-colon before and a comma after the word “therefore.”) 
 
  • “stuff” and “things” 
   These words are too informal for college papers. 
   • Alternative words include: items, objects, points, articles, belongings, or property, 

   or 
   • Describe what you are writing about instead. 
 
  • “to figure out” 
   Use “to determine” or “to calculate” instead. 
   Instead of: I need to figure out the main idea of this article. 
   Use: I need to determine [or to find] the main idea of this article. 
 
   Instead of: I need to figure out the bottom line of this company’s financial projection. 
   Use: I need to calculate [or to determine] the bottom line of this company’s financial  

  projection. 
 
  •    “til” or “till”  
   Use “until” instead. 
   We often use these shortened versions in textings or emails, but for college papers,  

  spell out the full word, until.   
 
 d) Avoid using language meant for everyday oral conversation, such as “awesome,” 

 “sweet,” “totally,” “not much,” and “Don’t go there.”   
 


