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Abstract 

The meaning of voice in academic writing is often conflated and understood as an 

individually-centred concept relating to expression or opinion. In this paper voice 

meanings are presented from other perspectives where voice is also understood as a 

socio-cultural and ideological concept.  

 

This paper examines voice meanings by drawing upon metaphors associated with 

voice within existing literature. In addition, the paper also presents new meanings and 

metaphors that emerged through a narrative study on academic writing that was 

undertaken in an Irish research-intensive university in 2016. By teasing out the 

multiple and complex meanings of voice, this paper offers a means to look at the 

applicability of voice in higher education and, more specifically, as a useful concept 

to support academic writing and writing pedagogy.  

 

This paper provides an opportunity to broaden the understanding of voice and to 

reconsider its relevance to academic writing and writing pedagogy. New 

interpretations of voice are presented here and these perspectives add to the existing 

literature on academic writing. In addition, the paper provides useful opportunities to 

understand the existing literature on voice through its treatments and discussion of the 

existing meanings. The abstract concepts of voice come to life through the discussions 

as the participants offer their lived perspectives. This allows us to unpack the 

meanings of voice in a way that is not possible through theory alone.  
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1. Introduction and Motivation  

This paper derives from a doctoral research project which set out to explore the meanings and 

significance of voice in academic writing through stories and discussions across different 

stages of the academic trajectory.  The research was conducted in a College of Business 

situated within a leading Irish research-intensive university. Through a review of existing 

literature on voice and academic writing and through interviews with eleven people from the 

two business schools within the College, I brought together a range of interpretations and 

definitions which show voice to be a complex, multi-layered but also, importantly, a useful 

concept.   

The research was conducted using a narrative approach which generated a vast body of data 

comprising stories about academic writing as well as discussions on what voice means in 

relation to academic writing. Using a narrative approach provided the opportunity to hear 

people’s stories about writing and it highlighted the challenges, misconceptions but also the 

sense of accomplishment that can come from writing.  By exploring voice in all its 

complexity, different ideas of its value in higher education emerged. Voice has applicability 

to all stages of the academic trajectory that moves it beyond its more obvious conception 

relating to writer style. Exploring voice offers ways to develop epistemological 

understanding, to foster writer opinion and to help students develop a deeper understanding of 

cultural and historical influences in texts. It presents the opportunity for students and 

academics to develop greater self-awareness in and through their writing, considering not just 

their topic but also their self-representation in their writing. Finally, voice offers ways to help 

students and academics to question their assumptions about writing. Considering voice and 

reflecting on their writing and their role as writer, can help them to move into a space where 

they can feel more empowered and more authoritative.  

My original idea for this project centred on the notion of voice as an individually-centred 

concept about expressing ideas and opinions in writing.  However, in the research of the 

literature I found many new voice meanings and metaphors and a complexity and richness 

that I had not anticipated. In the interviews, I encountered many more interpretations of voice 

which emerged in discussions about what voice means in an academic context.  

This paper provides a shortened account of the perspectives on and interpretations of voice. It 

begins with an exploration of existing literature highlighting some of the more enlightening 

metaphors used in relation to voice and writing. Pinker (2007) sees the metaphor as a key way 

to explain thought and language. By focussing on the metaphors associated with voice, the 

paper offers an opportunity to reflect upon meanings of voice in more depth and perhaps from 

angles not previously considered.  The paper then presents a selection of meanings and 

metaphors that emerged throughout the research and finishes with a discussion on the 

potential of exploring voice meanings to support an engaging pedagogy.  

 

2.  Three Theoretical Perspectives on Voice 

The topic of voice in academic writing is slippery (Hyland, 2012) and contentious. Debates in 

the literature generally revolve around understanding what voice actually means and secondly 

whether it has any relevance to academic writing.  On the question of relevance, Matsuda and 

Tardy (2007) observed that it “depends on how voice is defined and how its relevance is 

measured and interpreted” (p.236). This section of the paper provides a brief critical 

examination of definitions of voice in the literature as a way to open a more meaningful 
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discussion about its relevance to academic writing. Three different theoretical 

conceptualisations are presented and these categorise voice as an individually-centred 

concept, as a socio-cultural concept and also as an ideological concept where it can be seen as 

a metaphor for agency and identity.  

 

2.1 Individually-Centred Concepts of Voice 

 
When voice is considered from an individually-centred standpoint, the meanings that emerge 

relate to the individual writer and the significance of the writer’s voice coming across in 

writing. The modern roots of voice emanate from composition studies in the USA in the late 

1960s and 1970s as part of an expressivist writing movement which sought to encourage 

college students to connect with their inner thoughts and feelings through their writing. 

Stewart (1972) advocated for an authentic voice in the written text. This authenticity (a 

consequence of undertaking a process of self-discovery), involved, for him, having both a 

sincere and distinctive voice on the page. When voice is conceptualised as individual 

expression, it privileges the individual’s identity and self-awareness and relates voice to an 

accomplishment of creative and personal expression. The abiding belief among early 

proponents of voice in the expressivist movement was that personal growth, development and 

self-awareness were necessary pre-cursors to developing a voice in writing.  

 

Promoting the primacy of such individual expression was relatively straightforward within the 

domain of composition studies but controversy arose when proponents sought to encourage 

individual voice in other parts of the academy. It is true that voice was perhaps an easy target 

for disdain due to some of the early rhetoric used to express its meaning.   Metaphors 

employed by the voice enthusiasts described voice as juice, magic and mother’s milk and 

these were off-putting especially when trying to convince members of the academy that voice 

had a place in academic writing. The voice enthusiasts however, were equally dismissive of 

traditional academic writing (Hashimoto, 1987) using terms such as dull, faceless, boring, and 

mechanical to describe academic writing. These claims against traditional academic writing 

served only to alienate voice and polarise views and these tensions distracted from the 

potential value of considering how individual expression might actually help students develop 

their academic writing. Elbow’s concept of freewriting - writing freely to enhance expression 

and the flow of ideas and creativity of students – is a good example of this. While freewriting 

is now widely used in academic writing supports centres and on writer retreats as a means to 

support struggling academic writers, it was marginalised for years.   

 

In later years, doubts about the usefulness of voice prevailed for different reasons. 

Ramanathan and Atkinson (1999) viewed the voice metaphor as a motif for a self-indulgent 

expressivist writing pedagogy which, they argued, was not applicable to students from other 

cultures where a western ideology of individualism was not the norm.  Stapleton (2002) 

argued that the focus on voice detracted from the content of the academic writing and that 

students would become “more concerned with identity than ideas” (p.187). These points are 

valid and yet discounting voice completely is an opportunity missed for writers who are 

learning to write and, potentially for readers engaging with this writing. Elbow (2007) argued 

that “with practice, people can learn to write prose that ‘has a voice’ or ‘sounds like a person’ 

and, interestingly, when they do, their words are more effective at carrying meaning” (p.176). 

This quote encapsulates clear opportunity for voice which, perhaps, has not been 

acknowledged widely enough. Elbow proposes that the purpose of voice in writing is to carry 

meaning and to explain. He argues that when we hear the text or indeed hear the writer in the 

text, we don’t have to work as hard to understand the meaning of the text. This moves the idea 

of voice beyond a tool of expression and self-development to a tool of more effective 

communication. This evolves its potential.  The second element of this quote relates to 

practice.  Elbow states that voice can be learned and improved with practice. This positions 
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voice as part of an educational process. Having a voice in writing is something he proposes 

can, and should, be learned by students.  

 

Matsuda and Tardy (2008) commented that the main reasons that the concept of voice was 

dismissed in the academy was because there was “a tendency to conflate the notion of voice 

with individual voice” (p.101). I would argue that even from a solely individually-centred 

standpoint, working on voice has a developmental potential for writers. There is further 

potential for learning too as we move beyond this individually oriented perspective to 

examine voice from a socio-cultural perspective.  

 

 

2.2. Socio-Cultural Perspectives on Voice 

 
When the view of voice is expanded as a socio-cultural concept, it takes on greater 

significance in academic writing as we start to consider the written text as socially, 

historically and culturally mediated. This opens up useful discussions about contextual 

influences on writing and again proposes other useful opportunities to use voice as a tool in 

writing pedagogy. Highlighting the differences between the early individually-centred and the 

more contemporary socially-centred views of voice, Hyland (2009) advised: “instead of 

looking for textual evidence of the writer’s private self, identity is located in the public, 

institutionally defined roles people create in writing as community members” (p.71). Voice, 

from this perspective, is about focussing on the writer behind the writing and looks to 

examine the influences that permeate the text. The next section picks out two ways of 

considering voice from this perspective and, in the higher education context, shows a useful 

way to consider voice as writers strive to become more authoritative and critical in their 

writing.  

 

Voice as Authority   

Bartholomae (1995) criticised the expressivist prioritisation of the inner self over attention to 

the outer world and the development of a writer’s understanding of academic discourse. He 

argued that students or novice writers write in a space which is already defined by all 

preceding writing and that they should be helped to understand this “busy, noisy, intertextual 

space” (p.64) and that it would be better for the writers “to think about, or better yet, confront 

their situatedness” (p.64). In the academic career trajectory, this is about the writers taking 

ownership of their views, which is noted by Bartholomae (1986) as being particularly 

difficult.  

 

The importance of developing familiarity with a disciplinary discourse is raised by Gee 

(2008) who argued that discourses are mastered through a kind of “enculturation 

(‘apprenticeship’) into social practices through scaffolded and supported interaction with 

people who have already mastered the discourse” (p.170). Bartholomae (1986) observed that 

students and novice writers are expected to adjust often before they have developed sufficient 

knowledge or familiarity with the academic content or discourse. They have to “invent the 

university by assembling and mimicking its language” (p.5). Bartholomae also argued that 

students uninitiated with the practices and discourses of higher education, are asked to speak 

(and write) in voices that are not their own. Without giving novice writers adequate time and 

support, their writing becomes “more a matter of imitation or parody than a matter of 

invention and discovery” (p.11).   

 
Whitney (2011) speaks of writing with authority as the challenge of being able to situate 

one’s voice amongst others and claiming the right to speak. Writing with authority in 

academic writing involves two areas of growth. The first involves the writer having a sense of 

their own convictions and opinions and this overlaps with the push for individual voice as 
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advocated by the voice enthusiasts. The second element of authority involves an 

understanding of the language of the surrounding academic discourses so that academic 

writers understand how to position their writing among existing texts and discourses. 

 

Whitney (2011) described having an academic voice as “the successful integration of the 

words and ideas of others, without loss of one’s own authority over the ideas” (p.187). 

Writing with a voice of authority involves an amalgamation of disciplinary knowledge and 

self-knowledge.  It is a process in which students and writers negotiate their identities and 

find their own voices “amid the cacophony of voices and social roles around them” (Ritchie 

1989, p.153).  

  

Voice as Dialogue 
Ivanic (1998) and Ritchie (1989) argued that the student writer’s discourse comprises a mix of 

discourses that already exist and which are drawn together by every individual in his or her 

own unique way. They drew upon the Bakhtinian metaphor of a “rich stew” to describe this 

process.  This image evokes a dynamic melting pot of ideas, cultures, influences and indeed 

voices that shape a student’s ideas and writing.   

  

For Bakhtin (1981), it is not possible to consider voice solely in relation to one individual or 

to an individual utterance.  While the expressivist perspective positioned voice as an 

individual, internal process, this perspective situates voice as part of an external dialogue, 

continually interacting with its social environment. Prior (2001) observed that voice is always 

“infused with evaluative perspectives, affective colorations, and indexical traces of all kinds” 

(p.60).  Context therefore is essential to the understanding of the voice and what is being said.   

 

Bakhtin (1981) argued that all words have a taste: “each word tastes of context and contexts 

in which it has lived its socially charged life; all words and forms are populated by intentions” 

(p.293). Voice also has a taste. Voice tastes of the personal preferences, social identity and the 

history of the speaker. It tastes of the social environment and its influences. It tastes of the 

speaker’s intentions in what they choose to say and what they choose not to say.  When voice 

is seen as dialogue, the reader must attend to multiple layers of complexity beyond what is 

said to interpret meaning and this is, in essence, what we ask students to do when we ask them 

to think critically. As Prior (2001) argued, voice moves us from “flat, depersonalized spaces 

into three-dimensional, peopled and historied landscapes” (p.70).  

  

Bakhtin also introduced us to the idea of Heteroglossia which argues that words used by the 

individual always belong in part to someone else. The words are appropriated by the 

individual and can be used to fit the individual’s circumstances and intentions. Prior (2001) 

discussed the concept of reenvoicing in academic writing as the way which writers draw upon 

what has been previously written.  He noted “written texts may be quite literally multi-voiced, 

the product of heterogeneous processes in which multiple texts and authors come to 

intermingle in a single text, even when it appears to have a single author” (p.68).  He framed 

this discussion within the contemporary debate on plagiarism and suggested that more 

attention to voice and inter-textual relationships within academic writing could be useful in 

teaching academic writing and supporting students to draw upon literature with a better 

understanding of how to do so and how to incorporate their interpretations and views.  

 

The complex relationship between the individual and his/her surroundings is raised by 

exploring voice from a socio-cultural perspective. This idea is explored further in the next 

section where voice is examined for its dimensions of power and agency.  
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2.3 Ideological Conceptions of Voice 

 
Sperling and Appleman (2011) noted that voice “invites ideological discussion” (p.71). Voice 

is also seen as a metaphor for inclusion, agency and an opportunity to discuss the issues of 

equity, access and power relations in the educational setting. The idea of membership within 

an academic community discussed above should also prompt us to consider that there are also 

those who do not feel like members. This opens up a debate on how students in higher 

education might be empowered or how they might be silenced. Exploring voice, from this 

standpoint can help raise consciousness about power relations in the academy and potential 

issues in our pedagogy. Ivanic and Simpson (1992) observed that conventional academic 

writing is thought of as "being about ideas and facts rather than people" (p.151). Opening up 

discussions about the people who are writing and the contexts in which they write can also 

help engage students to think critically. When students begin to see behind the writing, they 

are prompted to consider not just the voices within the texts but they can also think about their 

own.   

 

Voice as Power and Agency  
Voice construed as power becomes a motif for issues of equity and social justice in education. 

In Freire’s (1986) vision of problem-posing education, a critical and action-oriented voice is 

activated wherein “people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the 

world with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a 

static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (p.64). Benesch (2001) talks about 

a demystification of learning whereby students feel empowered to discuss values, power 

relations and assumptions as part of the curriculum. She writes: “in this formulation, students 

are not novices, or outsiders, who must surrender to the language and practices of academic 

discourse communities; rather, they are active members of the academy whose rights should 

be considered” (p.133). 

 

Ivanic and Camps (2001) discussed voice in terms of writer agency in academic writing. 

Acknowledging that academic conventions and expectations can limit writer choices and 

expression, they argued nonetheless that each individual student writer “ultimately exercises 

individual agency to take elements from different voice types and blend them into a unique, 

heterogeneous voice according to their own interests, motivations, allegiances, and 

preferences” (p.21). Within the confines of the discipline, the writer has choice. The choice 

requires awareness – of the discipline (as argued by Bartholomae) but also awareness of the 

self (as argued by the voice enthusiasts). Developing a voice with power reflects a point at 

which the writer has developed a voice with authority as well as individual agency. This 

happens over time, with practice and can be supported by discussions on the place of voice in 

writing.   

 

Early debates about voice created a binary of voice as an individual or social concept but 

since then more complex meanings are associated with voice and the earlier criticisms of 

voice as a distracting self-indulgence have been rendered redundant. The reality today is that 

voice is both individually and socially-centred and more. Voice has a part to play in writing 

pedagogy as well as new modes of individual expression. The lines denoting boundaries 

between individual and society and between society and education are continually blurring 

and voice permeates all without acknowledging borders.   
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 3. New Definitions and Perspectives 

This part of the paper presents different meanings for voice that emerged as part of my 

doctoral research. The focus of the research was to explore the experiences and perspectives 

of voice in academic writing at different stages of the academic path.  Eleven in-depth 

narrative interviews were undertaken with participants comprising students, doctoral 

candidates, postdoctoral researchers and academics at the university. 

 

The research questions were set along two research pathways which I called Exploring Stories 

and Exploring Concepts. The stories pathway concentrated on the participants’ lived 

experiences of academic writing, while the concepts pathway set out to understand the 

participants’ interpretations and understandings of what voice means. This paper picks up 

some of the meanings and ideas that emanated from the concepts pathway.  While thematic 

analysis was the main approach to data analysis adopted in the project’s research design, I 

also undertook word analysis of the interview transcripts to hone in on all discussions about 

voice and it is some of these meanings that are presented here. It was not possible to present 

all meanings so I have, in a sense, adopted the role of curator here and have selected 

discussions which provide a new take on voice or, which help illuminate the existing 

literature. These excerpts provide an opportunity to unpack the meanings of voice in a way 

that is not possible through theory alone. The abstract concepts of voice come to life through 

the interviews as the participants offer their lived perspectives.  

 

 

3.1 Voice as the Sociological Imagination  

In one interview, Sean, a postdoctoral researcher, spoke of a strong sense of purpose in 

relation to his academic writing, noting “voice is how your own personal experience 

essentially drives the text”.  Sean’s take on voice is set in the domain of the personal and the 

social - a milieu where his personal experiences and beliefs are continually interacting within 

his academic writing.  Voice relates to his sense of purpose in writing, his choice of research 

interest and career motivation where he takes the initiative to relate personal experiences to 

the wider society with a view to drawing attention to inequities that he and his family had 

experienced.  

So I mean...for me, this is a combination of I don’t know...maybe... ten more than ten, 

fifteen years of reflecting critically about how society and how social structures 

impact on your health. So it’s quite personal like I can even remember this specific 

moment in my life, where I said, actually, even without fully realising it, that I wanted 

to go into this area so.... My Dad was quite unwell for some time and he was in *** 

Hospital and you could see the impact which inequality was having in terms of the 

lives and the health of people in the hospital. Even though I was only 16 or 17 at the 

time and I got a very palpable sense of that even at that early stage of my life and I 

was reading, I think it was a Fintan O’Toole book at the time. It was called ‘After the 

Ball’, and he had a section on the state of health in Ireland and he wrote a lot about 

inequality and about the disparities in health between rich and poor and that very 

much resonated with me and then I took that then into undergraduate level and it 

pretty much kind of, it shaped my vision, my academic vision right throughout the 

undergrad, to the Master’s, to the PhD. 
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Against this backdrop, Sean’s interview also yielded a new interpretation of voice: “I guess 

voice - my thinking of it was imagination, the sociological imagination”.  Mills (1959/2000) 

explained that the sociological imagination “enables us to grasp history and biography and the 

relations between the two within society” (p.6). Sean understands voice as a way of putting 

the sociological imagination into practice. This take on voice is rich with potential. It presents 

the voice of the writer as social commentator and it draws together the personal and the 

public. Through this lens, we do not have to distinguish voice as either individually-centred or 

socially-centred because it is both simultaneously.    

 

3.2 Voice as Language of a Community  

Alex, a postdoctoral researcher spoke frequently of the importance of feeling part of an 

academic community. He conceived of voice as an accepted language or way of 

communicating within this community. There were rules, but, as he noted philosophically, 

you had to accept the rules to be part of it:  

  You have free speech and in a way we don’t but it’s kind of, what I’m trying to say now I 

chose to enter this community.  That was my choice to be with this community then I 

have to accept the constraints on my freedom of speech which I’m happy to give up in 

the same way that you’re happy to give up certain parts of your freedom to feel safe 

within the society you’re in.(…) That’s what I’m trying to say, you need this kind of 

freedom, you need yourself to be talking, you need to be understanding as well that you 

are part of a community and as long as you’re part of that community you need to 

communicate and in order to communicate with people you need agreement on the 

words you’re using.  In order to have agreement on the words you’re using you need to 

give up some of the freedom.  

What is noteworthy here is the freedom of expression (sought eagerly by a number of other 

interview participants who felt constrained by academic conventions) is a compromise that 

Alex views worthy for the sake of acceptance. Alex argued that you need to give up some 

freedom so that you can communicate effectively with other community members. There is a 

pragmatism in evidence as he noted the need for “agreement on the words you are using”. 

This agreement relates to the academic conventions but also perhaps to language, style and 

format of writing deemed acceptable or appropriate.  

Alex’s views echo Kamler and Thomson (2008, p.30) who underlined the importance of the 

insider language of the academic community as being the “shared ‘internal’ understandings 

and languages as allowing the community to do its work”.  This is not academic jargon, they 

argued, but rather is something that acts like a glue which “binds members together and also 

marks off those who do not belong”. Alex’s view is not new but adds a perspective on the 

discussions in the literature about developing a voice of authority. In other interviews, 

participants spoke about the inaccessibility of academic writing and the educational intent of 

much of the academic writing encountered. Alex’s thoughts on voice speak of the importance 

of discourse, of community and of a cultural acceptance in academia.  

3.3 Voice as Reputation and Corpus in the Field  

The focus of Nessa’s interview was the importance of publication for academics and the 

importance of the doctoral process as the pathway to publication. Nessa is a senior academic 

who is widely published in her field. Her conception of voice was related principally to 

expertise and reputation. The excerpt below encapsulates the importance she attaches to 

having a voice in the literature, a voice that is recognised and acknowledged by your peers:  
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  And I see people finishing a PhD and getting no publications out of their PhD. That’s a 

lousy experience you know?...So in terms of finding your own voice your experience at 

the doctoral training stage is make or break (…)And they never learnt the rules of the 

game and if you don’t know the rules of the game you're just not going to be able to get 

published you know? And then why don’t they know the rules of the game? Because they 

had a terrible PhD supervisor.  So the doctoral training is really critical in finding your 

own voice and finding it quickly (…) And I suppose in a way how do you find your voice, 

just keep doing more and more of it. So this notion articulated by people who don’t do 

research or are research active and who have little ways of pretending that they are 

research active and all the rest but you know? All you need is one key paper? Forget it!  

You need to be doing, you need to be you know?  Do one key paper and another and 

another and another and then people are beginning to say hold on a moment she’s got a 

body of work which added together demonstrates an expert. She just didn’t put out one 

article you know? So you’ve got to, that’s how you build your reputation. That’s how you 

find your voice is that you keep on doing more and more.”  

This excerpt raises a number of points. First of all, it introduces another take on voice. Voice 

is reputation in a field of research where there is acknowledgement for contribution to 

knowledge and expertise.  Voice takes work. Nessa sees writing for academic journals as a 

continuing endeavour. It is about building up a body of work. Elsewhere in the interview, she 

notes: “and it was developing the corpus…You’re not going to become a recognised expert 

from one paper.”  She adds that it takes time before the “leaders of the field are beginning to 

notice you”.  

The second point raised in the excerpt above relates to Nessa’s mention of finding voice. She 

sees the doctoral process as the route to finding voice and emphasises the importance of 

having a good supervisor with a focus on helping the student get published as part of the 

doctoral process. Beyond this, there should follow a continual drive to publish. This is the 

way to build a corpus and to be recognised. Finding voice here is about being heard by your 

peers.  

This excerpt also speaks of the wider context of writing for publication. Nessa emphasises the 

importance of publishing for doctoral students and emerging academics and creates the 

impression of an environment of pressure and scrutiny. She maintains that “the doctoral 

training is really critical in finding your own voice and finding it quickly”. Once achieved, 

there is a continuation of pressure as Nessa asserts the need for developing and maintaining 

voice in the field. There is also perhaps a glimpse of judgement towards academics who don’t 

write prolifically in the excerpt when she comments on those with “little ways of pretending 

that they are research active”. One paper is not enough: “Forget it!” For Nessa, voice is 

about consistency and regularity and output. This cannot be achieved through sporadic efforts.  

 3.4 Voice as Nurturer of Voices  

The final take on voice conceives of it as nurturer of other voices which raises questions about 

the purpose of academic writing. Molly, a lecturer, sees voice in writing as an opportunity to 

share knowledge and educate. She questions the educational intent of some academic writing 

and provides a compelling description of what it looks like when an author’s writing seeks to 

educate and when it doesn’t:   

What you do for your reader then is they come away saying I’m a better person for 

having read this. I’ve learned something.  I’m smarter, as opposed to most academic 

reading where you come away saying I don’t know if I understood that.  What were 

they trying to say?  Where you feel like you got a drive by or something you know.  Or 
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someone is just trying to say haha, I’m smarter than you, do you know?  That 

alienation.  So again that it makes you, you pass your fire to somebody else, your 

passion.  And they say now I understand why this is so important or I want to go 

learn more about this, or I want to contribute.  Voice encourages or nurtures other 

voices I think.  

Molly’s assessment extends the scope of voice beyond the actual writing and the reading to 

the learning of the reader. Voice is an opportunity to nurture and educate. While 

acknowledging the strong emphasis and sometimes pressures to publish in academia, it is also 

important to question whether performative drivers can eclipse the educational potential of 

academic writing. By considering voice as nurturer of other voices, we can reflect upon 

purpose, upon the reader and upon the nature of the impact we wish to achieve with writing. 

Becker (1986) writes about the scholarly persona often adopted by academic writers which 

involves adopting “classy writing” to seem “knowledgeable and worldly” and as a way of 

sounding part of an elite academic community. (p.31). He adopts an informal writing style 

which does not alienate readers but rather emphasises the similarities that exist between them. 

It is an approach to writing in which he situates his purpose as teacher and guide. He is a 

writer who wishes to connect with readers and nurture their learning.    

 

4. Conclusions  

Bowden (1995), referring to the different meanings of voice writes: “The distinctions are 

seemingly endless and often more confusing than illuminating” (p.187). It is true that the 

literature on voice presents contradictions, distracting debates and the occasional awkward 

metaphor all of which have the potential to alienate readers rather than encourage their 

interest.  However, despite the complexity, it is apparent that voice has a lot to say to us. Voice 

raises important questions about education, about academic writing and teaching practices.  

This paper has also presented new takes on voice which, alongside the literature, open up 

discussions about what voice is and what contribution these discussions can make to our 

writing pedagogy and practice. One of the key contributions of voice is actually borne of its 

complexity and elasticity as a concept. As evidenced in the excerpts above, asking students 

and academics about voice generates useful discussions about writing and about writing 

assumptions. The usefulness was not merely for me as a researcher but also the interview 

participants as the questions challenged them to think about writing and their assumptions 

about writing itself. Following the interviews, a number of participants commented that they 

found the discussions beneficial in helping them to think about their writing and their 

assumptions about writing.  

 

This is an opportunity that voice presents for an engaging pedagogy. Voice invites reflection 

and this benefit can be easily built upon as we consider ways to enhance writing and the 

teaching of writing. By teasing out the multiple and complex meanings of voice, this research 

offers a means to open up pedagogical conversations about critical thinking, positionality and 

authority. Voice offers opportunities to enhance our students’ academic writing and, in 

considering it in all its complexity, it is an invitation to consider our own writing too.  
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