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Lesson9: Corpus, Genre, and Disciplinary Discourses
Language, Community, and Knowledge in Academic Contexts
Modern English for Academic Purposes (EAP) is not simply about teaching grammar or essay structure. It is about understanding how academic knowledge is constructed, validated, and communicated within specific communities. To do this effectively, we need three analytical tools: corpus analysis, genre analysis, and the study of disciplinary discourses. These are closely connected to the concepts of discourse communities and culture, which shape how academic communication works.
1. Discourse and Knowledge Construction
Learning a discipline is not just learning content. It is learning how that discipline communicates, argues, persuades, and validates claims. 
Knowledge in academia is not simply discovered and reported. It is constructed through language within communities.
Academic writing is central to this process because it:
· consolidates students’ learning,
· allows tutors to evaluate understanding,
· functions as a gatekeeping mechanism in higher education.
Social constructivist theory suggests that knowledge is created through community agreement rather than through purely objective observation. In academic contexts, this agreement is achieved through discourse. What counts as a valid argument, convincing evidence, or a worthwhile study depends on the disciplinary community.
This means that success in academic English depends not only on linguistic accuracy but on understanding how discourse constructs knowledge.
Example: Business vs. History
Business
Knowledge is constructed through:
· Data and statistics
· Case studies and market analysis
· Management frameworks
A strong argument:
· Uses measurable outcomes
· Refers to real companies
· Links claims to performance results
Authority comes from quantitative evidence and practical application.
History
Knowledge is constructed through:
· Primary sources (archives, letters, documents)
· Historiographical debate
· Contextual interpretation
A strong argument:
· Analyzes sources carefully
· Engages with previous historians
· Builds coherent interpretation
Authority comes from critical analysis and persuasive interpretation, not numerical data.
Same language.
Different ways of validating knowledge.
2. Discourse Communities
The concept of a discourse community helps explain why academic language varies across disciplines.
A discourse community can be understood as a group of people who:
· share common interests or goals,
· use recognizable genres,
· follow shared conventions of argument and evidence,
· communicate in ways that signal membership.
Membership is not simply physical presence in a department. It is participation in shared discursive practices. As the text explains 
Discourse Communities and Cultu…
, engaging in disciplinary discourse is itself a form of membership.
For example:
· Biologists “do biology” through lab reports, research articles, and conference presentations.
· Sociologists “do sociology” through theoretical argumentation, data interpretation, and critical engagement with prior research.
However, discourse communities are not uniform or static. They:
· contain internal debates,
· evolve over time,
· include power hierarchies,
· reflect broader institutional and cultural influences.
Understanding discourse communities allows students to see academic writing not as neutral expression, but as participation in a social system.
3. Corpus Analysis
A corpus is a large collection of authentic texts stored electronically and analyzed using software tools. Corpus linguistics allows researchers to examine real patterns in academic language instead of relying on intuition.
Corpus studies reveal:
· frequent lexical bundles (e.g., “the results suggest that…”),
· common collocations,
· disciplinary variation in hedging and stance,
· differences in citation practices.
For instance, corpus research shows that:
· Hard sciences tend to use more cautious language.
· Humanities often use more explicit authorial voice.
· Different disciplines rely on different recurring phrase patterns.
Corpus analysis provides empirical evidence that academic English is not uniform. However, it shows us what patterns exist  not why they exist. For explanation, we turn to genre.
4. Genre Analysis
A genre is a recognizable communicative event with a specific purpose within a community. Research articles, literature reviews, abstracts, lab reports, and conference presentations are all examples of academic genres.
Genres are characterized by:
· recurring rhetorical moves,
· predictable structural stages,
· conventional linguistic features.
For example, a research article introduction typically:
· establishes the research territory,
· identifies a gap,
· introduces the current study.
Genres function as socially recognized ways of accomplishing tasks. They help writers:
· establish credibility,
· position themselves within existing research,
· gain acceptance from their community.
Importantly, genres are not rigid templates. They are flexible conventions shaped by disciplinary expectations. Teaching genre in EAP means helping students understand both structure and purpose.
5. Disciplinary Discourses
Disciplinary discourse refers to the specific ways different academic fields construct and communicate knowledge.
Disciplines differ in:
· what counts as valid evidence,
· how arguments are structured,
· how certainty is expressed,
· how writers position themselves.
For example:
· In experimental sciences, knowledge is often constructed through methodologically structured reporting.
· In humanities, argumentation may be more discursive and interpretive.
· In social sciences, citation density and theoretical positioning may be central.
These differences are not superficial stylistic preferences. They reflect different epistemologies — different ways of understanding what knowledge is and how it is validated.
This reinforces the idea that there is no single “academic English.” There are multiple disciplinary discourses.
6. Culture and Academic Communication
Culture also influences academic discourse. Students bring culturally shaped expectations about:
· how knowledge should be treated,
· how authority should be respected,
· how arguments should be organized,
· how classroom interaction should occur.
Contrastive rhetoric research suggests that Anglo-American academic writing tends to:
· be explicit about structure,
· use more citations,
· show cautious claims,
· limit digressions.
However, it is important not to stereotype students based on nationality or first language. Cultural influence is one factor among many. Students belong to multiple communities simultaneously and negotiate identities across contexts.
Recognizing cultural influence helps teachers interpret differences in writing as variations in communicative practice rather than deficiencies.
7. Integrating Corpus, Genre, Community, and Culture in EAP
An effective EAP course should integrate all these dimensions.
It should:
· Use corpus evidence to show authentic patterns.
· Teach genre structures explicitly.
· Discuss disciplinary differences openly.
· Address cultural variation sensitively.
· Explain how discourse communities regulate communication.
Students should not only learn how to write an introduction or summarize a source. They should understand:
· why certain rhetorical moves are expected,
· how agreement is constructed in their discipline,
· how language signals membership,
· how cultural background may influence interpretation.
This approach transforms EAP from skill training into academic literacy development.
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