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Lesson 8: English for Academic Purposes as a Critical Pedagogy
1. History
English for Academic Purposes did not begin as a critical enterprise. It began as a practical response to a problem: students in science and technology needed English that was different from literary English. Early EAP, emerging in the 1960s, focused heavily on what was called register analysis. Researchers examined scientific texts and counted vocabulary, sentence structures, and grammatical patterns. The belief was straightforward: if we identify the linguistic features of academic texts and teach them, students will succeed.
This approach was important, but it was narrow. It treated academic English as a collection of technical forms rather than as a communicative practice. Students were trained to decode scientific language, but little attention was paid to why texts were structured the way they were, who was writing them, or how knowledge was being constructed.
In the 1970s, the focus shifted toward rhetorical analysis. Scholars began asking different questions: What is the purpose of this paragraph? How does the argument unfold? What communicative function does a section of text serve? Academic English was no longer just vocabulary and grammar; it became organized communication. This stage acknowledged that structure matters and that language choices serve rhetorical goals. However, it still assumed that once students understood these structures, they could apply them universally. Disciplinary differences were not yet fully recognized, and academic contexts were treated as relatively stable.
The 1980s introduced a major shift: needs analysis and study skills. Researchers started investigating what students were actually required to do in university courses. Instead of designing courses based on text analysis alone, EAP specialists examined assignment prompts, exam questions, lecture formats, and faculty expectations. This period made EAP more context-sensitive. It recognized that academic English cannot be separated from institutional demands.
Study skills entered EAP strongly in the 1980s, when researchers began asking: What do students actually have to do in university? Instead of analysing only texts, EAP started focusing on behaviours and strategies required for academic survival.
Study skills include:
· Note-taking from lectures
· Listening for main ideas
· Summarizing readings
· Paraphrasing
· Time management
· Exam strategies
· Research organization
The logic was practical: If students master these skills, they will function more effectively in academic contexts.
Yet even here, a problem appeared. Skills taught in EAP classrooms did not always transfer to content courses. Writing strategies learned in one context did not automatically succeed in another. Researchers realized that academic tasks are not abstract skills but situated practices. Expectations vary not only across disciplines but even between professors within the same department.
In response, linked courses and collaborative models emerged. Language teachers worked directly with subject teachers. EAP classes were paired with content courses so that students could receive immediate support connected to their real academic work. This stage deepened contextual awareness. It recognized that academic language is embedded in disciplinary practices and that isolated instruction is insufficient.
The development of genre analysis in the 1990s refined EAP further. Genres were no longer treated as simple text types but as socially recognized communicative actions. Research articles, literature reviews, abstracts, and proposals were studied not only for their structure but for the way they establish authority, create research space, and position writers within communities. This approach made academic conventions teachable and explicit. It also made disciplinary variation visible.
At this stage, EAP began to resemble what we now call a critical pedagogy.
2. Critical Pedagogy
To understand EAP as critical pedagogy, we must move beyond technique. Critical EAP does not reject academic conventions. Instead, it insists that conventions be made visible. Academic norms are historically developed and institutionally maintained. They are not natural laws. Students often struggle not because they lack intelligence, but because they are expected to master invisible rules.
Critical EAP exposes these rules. It asks why certain genres are valued. It examines how evaluation operates. It analyses how authority is constructed through stance, citation, and rhetorical positioning. When students learn to hedge claims or structure a literature review, they are not merely learning language forms; they are learning how credibility is built in a discourse community.
Students are not neutral writers.
They must learn:
· How to express stance
· How to hedge claims
· How to position themselves among sources
Academic voice is not suppression of identity.
It is controlled negotiation of identity.

3. Course Design
3.1. Needs Analysis as a Critical Tool
A non-critical EAP course might focus on grammar units or generalized academic vocabulary. A critical EAP course begins with a serious needs analysis. Not simply “What assignments exist?” but “How are assignments evaluated? What disciplinary expectations shape them? What hidden assumptions about prior knowledge are operating?” This type of analysis requires collecting real assignments, examining rubrics, interviewing faculty, and listening to students’ experiences.
In traditional ESP, needs analysis identifies target tasks. Dudley-Evans and St John (1998) define ESP as needs-based and context-specific.
In critical EAP, needs analysis also asks:
· What institutional norms shape assignments?
· How are students evaluated?
· What disciplinary ideologies influence expectations?
· Are certain linguistic styles privileged over others?
This expands needs analysis from technical description to contextual understanding.
3.2. Genre-Based Syllabus Design
Syllabus design also changes. Instead of organizing the course around grammatical structures, a critical EAP syllabus is organized around genres and academic practices. Students analyse research articles, deconstruct literature reviews, practice constructing arguments, and examine how introductions create a research space. However, they do not merely imitate templates. They explore why those templates exist and how flexible they are across disciplines.
Hyland (2006) advocates explicit genre instruction. A critical EAP syllabus might include:
· literature reviews
· research proposals
· abstracts
· oral defenses
· conference presentations
Each genre is deconstructed to examine:
· rhetorical moves
· stance and engagement
· intertextuality
· disciplinary variation
Students are shown not just how a genre works, but why it works that way.
3.3. Integrating Reading, Listening, and Speaking
A critical course design also integrates multiple academic modes. Academic participation is not limited to writing. It includes listening to lectures, participating in seminars, negotiating meaning in discussions, presenting research orally, and responding to feedback. If a course focuses only on essay writing, it misrepresents academic life.
EAP should not reduce itself to essay writing.
A balanced course design includes:
· Lecture listening strategies
· Seminar discussion skills
· Critical reading of research articles
· Note-taking and synthesis
· Academic presentation training
Academic participation is multimodal.
3.4. Transparency in Assessment
Perhaps most importantly, assessment must be transparent. Hidden expectations reproduce inequality. When criteria are vague, students who already understand academic culture succeed, and others are labelled weak. A critical EAP course discusses rubrics explicitly, analyses model texts collaboratively, and explains evaluation logic.
A critical course design makes evaluation criteria explicit.
This includes:
· detailed rubrics
· model text analysis
· discussion of examiner expectations
· peer feedback with clear standards
Nothing should rely on “intuition.”
None of this means rejecting academic standards. On the contrary, critical pedagogy strengthens them by clarifying them. There is a real tension in EAP. If we refuse to teach conventions, students remain excluded. If we teach conventions mechanically, we risk reinforcing unquestioned norms. The solution is not rebellion or obedience. It is informed participation.
The historical movement of EAP shows a gradual expansion of context: from lexical patterns to rhetorical purpose, from study skills to situated practice, from genre structure to social construction. Critical pedagogy extends this trajectory by adding awareness of power and identity. It recognizes that academic discourse is not only linguistic and cognitive but institutional and social.
An EAP course grounded in this understanding prepares students not only to produce acceptable texts but to understand the systems in which those texts operate. It equips them to enter academic communities with awareness rather than imitation.
That is what makes EAP critical, not ideology, but consciousness.
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