Academic Writing Tips

                     -by Ron and Beth

 Abbreviations and Acronyms

     The rule for using abbreviations and acronyms is simply to spell out the word the first time it is used, followed by the shortened version in parentheses.  After this, the abbreviated form can be used in the remainder of the document.

EX:

“The Department of Transportation (DOT) announced irregularities in their budgeting.  Now 

      the DOT is denying these previous statements.”

“The gross national product (GNP) has declined for the second year in a row.  If the GNP

  continues to decline in this fashion, all sectors of Wall Street will feel the impact.”
     Notice that the article “the” is used in front of the abbreviated form since the spelled out form carries the article. 

Note: When starting a sentence or paragraph with an acronym or abbreviation, a word, such as an article, should precede the acronym or abbreviation.

     In the case of a thesis paper containing many chapters, restating the meaning of the abbreviated form as it is mentioned in each preceding chapter is wise.  This is especially true for abbreviations and acronyms that are not commonly known.  If the thesis requires quite a few abbreviated forms, an appendix explaining the forms is also a suggestion.

Overuse

     Technical writers must often use abbreviations or acronyms (abbreviations pronounced as words, such as NATO, SETO, UNESCO.)  Military or political science writers often use so many abbreviations and acronyms that their writing can become incomprehensible, even for knowledgeable readers.

     Look at the following example, which was taken from a NPS thesis:

                The Resource Sponsors present their SPPs to the IR3B for review.  Since the SPPs are consistent with planning guidance, they are compiled by N80 into a POM proposal.  The ESC reviews the proposal for policy issues.  Then the CNO approves the Tentative POM (T-POM).  The T-POM is presented by N80 and the Marine Corps DCS for Programs and Resources to the DPSB.  After finishing the review by the DPSB and signing by the SECDEF, the DoN POM is submitted to the OSD for review.

     In this example some of the abbreviations and acronyms need to be spelled out since they look more like code than English. Another option is a process chart.

     Naturally if the abbreviations or acronyms are very common, such as FBI or DNA, they can be use repeatedly.  However, if abbreviations or acronyms are not particularly common to the readers, use as few as possible. 
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