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Although there seems to be a lot of variety in defining an academic essay, I feel that there are certain features on which we can all agree.  Kurt Spellmeyer identifies some of these features as “systematic” and “impersonal” (1989, p. 116).  Part of academic writing is distancing oneself and personal experience from the discourse, hence making it “impersonal.”  Most would also agree than an essay tends to have three parts (making it “systematic”): an introduction, a body, and a conclusion.  Being systematic and impersonal tends to make discourse sound formal and this formality is probably the most common feature to identify academic writing.  Spellmeyer questions this formality and makes a case for integrating self and personal experience with structure and formality comparing two students’ essays.  

The first essay was written for a sociology course in response to Emile Durkheim’s article, “Suicide: A Study in Sociology.”  This student writes in an impersonal, systematic way, thus creating the feeling of an “academic essay.”  The second student wrote an essay reflecting on Jean-Paul Sartre’s article “What is Existentialism.”  This essay begins with a narrative about a personal event in this student’s life and concludes connecting this event to Sartre’s article.  Because this essay is personal and unsystematic, it feels more like a creative writing piece such as a journal or an informal reflection.  Initially, one may feel that the first essay is better written and more suitable for academia, but in terms of content, the second essay far outshines the first.  The second essay is more thought-provoking and it is obvious that the student critically thought about Sartre’s article.  Although the first essay has the right idea for sounding academic (being systematic and impersonal), it is more of a summary of Durkheim’s article without any critical reflection or the student’s own interpretation.  There is more depth and substance to the second essay.  This situation is very problematic for teachers who grade following a rubric; although the second essay is more thoughtful, the first essay would tend to follow a rubric and grading criteria better.  I agree with Spellmeyer that we—as teachers—need to find a way to combine these two essays and combine formality and structure with personal experience and reflection.   
