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Lesson: English in Academic Settings: Understanding Academic Communication
Introduction
At university level, students are expected to read, write, and speak in English in ways that go beyond everyday communication. Many students assume that academic English simply means using formal vocabulary, long sentences, and correct grammar. While these elements matter, they are not enough. Academic English is not just a “better” or more formal version of general English; it is a specific way of using language to participate in academic life.
According to Hyland (2006), English in academic settings is a socially situated form of communication. This means that how English is used at university depends on the discipline, the institutional context, and the expectations of the academic community. Understanding academic English therefore requires understanding how knowledge is created, evaluated, and communicated in higher education.
1. What Is English in Academic Settings?
English in academic settings refers to the language used in activities such as lectures, seminars, essays, research articles, dissertations, conference presentations, and academic discussions. This type of English serves specific purposes: explaining concepts, building arguments, evaluating evidence, and contributing to knowledge.
Hyland (2006) argues that academic English is not neutral. It reflects the values and conventions of academic institutions and disciplines. When students write or speak academically, they are not only conveying information; they are also demonstrating that they understand how their academic community works.
In other words, academic English is a tool for academic participation.
2. Academic English Is Discipline-Specific
One of the key ideas in Hyland’s work is that there is no single, universal academic English. Different disciplines organize knowledge in different ways, and these differences are visible in language use.
For example:
· A linguistics paper often focuses on argumentation and interpretation.
· A scientific paper prioritizes methods, results, and cautious claims.
· A humanities essay may allow more explicit author presence than a technical report.
These disciplinary differences affect:
· text structure
· types of evidence used
· degree of certainty or caution
· interaction with previous research
Therefore, learning academic English means learning how your discipline communicates, not memorizing a fixed academic style.
3. Common Misconceptions About Academic English
Many students hold misconceptions such as:
· Academic English is the same in all disciplines.
· Academic writing means avoiding personal voice completely.
· Good academic English is mainly about vocabulary and grammar.
Hyland’s perspective challenges these assumptions. Academic English is better understood as a set of choices shaped by purpose, audience, and disciplinary norms.
4. Types of Academic English?
Academic English can be classified in two main ways:
by scope (general vs specific) and by mode (written vs spoken).
1) General Academic English (GAE)
General Academic English refers to language features and skills that are shared across disciplines.
It includes:
· general academic vocabulary (e.g. analyze, evaluate, significant)
· common academic functions:
· describing
· comparing
· defining
· summarizing
· arguing
· general academic genres:
· essays
· summaries
· reviews
Purpose:
To help students function in academic settings before or alongside specialization.
Limitation:
It ignores disciplinary differences. 
2) Specific Academic English (SAE)
Specific Academic English focuses on how particular disciplines use language.
Examples:
· how claims are made in linguistics vs medicine
· how evidence is presented in humanities vs sciences
· how writers position themselves in different fields
This type is central to ESP and advanced EAP.
Purpose:
To enable students to participate legitimately in their academic discipline.
3) Written vs Spoken Academic English
Academic English also varies by mode.
a) Written Academic English
Includes:
· essays
· research articles
· theses and dissertations
Characteristics:
· structured arguments
· explicit logic
· cautious claims
· heavy use of citation
b) Spoken Academic English
Includes:
· lectures
· seminars
· presentations
· defenses
Characteristics:
· interaction with audience
· reformulation and clarification
· signaling stance orally
These modes follow different rules.
5. Principles of Academic English
Academic English is governed by a set of core principles, not stylistic preferences.
1) Purpose-Driven Language
Academic English is used to do things, not to sound impressive.
It is used to:
· argue
· justify
· explain
· evaluate
· persuade an academic audience
If a sentence has no academic function, it does not belong.
2) Audience Awareness
Academic writing always assumes a critical reader:
· supervisor
· examiner
· reviewer
· academic community
Writers must:
· anticipate objections
· justify claims
· signal relevance
Ignoring the reader is the fastest way to lose marks.
3) Disciplinary Appropriateness
Each discipline has:
· preferred genres
· acceptable levels of certainty
· valued types of evidence
Academic English is therefore context-sensitive, not universal.
4) Caution and Stance
Academic knowledge is rarely absolute.
This is why academic English relies on:
· hedging (may, might, appears)
· cautious claims
· positioning rather than declaring truth
Being “too confident” is often a weakness, not a strength.
5) Intertextuality
Academic English is dialogic:
· it responds to previous research
· it positions itself among other voices
This is why citation is not decoration; it is academic survival.
6. EAP vs EOP: What Is the Difference?
This distinction is fundamental in ESP and often misunderstood.
1) English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
Definition:
EAP focuses on preparing learners to use English within academic contexts.
Contexts include:
· universities
· research environments
· academic writing and speaking
Typical EAP skills:
· essay writing
· research article reading
· presentations
· critical discussion
· thesis writing
Goal:
To enable students to participate in academic knowledge production.
EAP answers the question:
“How do academics communicate?”
2) English for Occupational Purposes (EOP)
Definition:
EOP focuses on English used in professional and workplace settings.
Contexts include:
· business
· medicine
· engineering
· law
· tourism
Typical EOP skills:
· emails
· reports
· meetings
· negotiations
· professional documentation
Goal:
To enable learners to perform job-related tasks effectively.
EOP answers the question:
“How do professionals do their jobs in English?”
3) Key Differences at a Glance
	Aspect
	EAP
	EOP

	Context
	Academic institutions
	Workplace

	Main focus
	Knowledge construction
	Task performance

	Genres
	Essays, theses, articles
	Emails, reports, meetings

	Evaluation
	Critical scrutiny
	Efficiency & clarity

	Orientation
	Learning & research
	Practice & productivity


7. Needs Analysis in EAP?
Needs analysis is central to EAP, even if it is sometimes less visible than in occupational contexts.
In EAP, needs analysis focuses on academic needs, not workplace tasks. According to the ESP tradition (and strongly supported by Ken Hyland), learners’ needs are identified by examining what students are required to do in academic settings.
EAP needs analysis typically investigates:
· Target academic tasks
· writing essays, reports, research articles
· giving presentations
· participating in seminars
· Academic genres
· abstracts, literature reviews, theses
· Disciplinary conventions
· argument structures
· acceptable evidence
· citation practices
· Learner gaps
· problems with stance, coherence, criticality
· difficulties with reading dense academic texts
In short, EAP asks:
What do students need to do with English to succeed academically?

	In EOP:
Needs analysis is usually task-based:
· writing emails
· conducting meetings
· negotiating
· producing reports

	In EAP:
Needs analysis is genre- and discourse-based:
· writing a literature review
· formulating research questions
· making cautious claims
· positioning oneself academically




Conclusion: 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) is rightly considered a branch of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) because it fulfills all core ESP principles. ESP is defined not by specialized vocabulary or professional settings alone, but by its focus on teaching English according to learners’ specific communicative needs within a clearly defined context. Academic study constitutes such a context, with its own genres, audiences, and evaluative criteria. EAP is also explicitly goal-oriented, as learners require English to achieve concrete academic objectives such as passing modules, writing theses, publishing research, and participating in academic communities. Moreover, EAP is fundamentally based on needs analysis, since disciplinary differences and varying academic expectations make generic academic English insufficient. Finally, EAP draws on genre analysis and discourse analysis to describe and teach academic communication, as emphasized in Hyland’s work. For these reasons, EAP should not be viewed as general English at a higher level, but as a form of discipline-sensitive ESP grounded in context-specific language use.
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