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a special emphasis on English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) (as opposed 
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Introduction

English is now indisputably the international language of academic 
research and is increasingly becoming also the medium of instruction in 
places where English is not the first language. For these reasons, the provi-
sion of English for Academic Purposes, and particularly academic writing, 
is an ever-expanding need. Given this need, it is important that University 
administrators, English Departments, and EAP units choose the most 
appropriate model for their students. In this introductory review article 
to this special issue, I will set out a range of issues in play as far as EAP is 
concerned, but with a special focus on the branch of EAP that is sometimes 
referred to as ESAP, English for Specific Academic Purposes, which is the 
theme of the special issue.

Writing plays a highly prominent role in the academy, being one of the 
most important skills for a successful academic career, whether as student, 
teacher, researcher, or administrator. Writing, in fact, performs an impor-
tant gate-keeping role, effective writing leading to success and ineffective 
writing to failure in the academy. Writing is the main way scholarship is 
transmitted and a range of genres are in play to do this; the research article 
is the preeminent genre, but also prominent are, for students, textbooks, 
course handouts, and assignments, among others, and, for academics, in 
addition to research articles, grant proposals, course syllabuses, various 
university governance documents, and routine memos; in addition to these 
genres, there are other social media and on-line learning platforms which 
carry various written genres and which are used by teachers, students, and 
administrators alike. Learning to perform these genres effectively is one of 
the major challenges of a successful university career, as student, teacher, 
or, indeed, administrator. And it is the job of the EAP teacher to facilitate 
this success.

While not neglectful of cognitive approaches, which emphasize care-
ful thinking about the purpose of writing, the writing situation, and how 
the text will be taken up by the reader, nor of the process approach to the 
teaching and learning of writing, which is itself associated with cognitive 
approaches, EAP research and pedagogy tend to take a more social view 
of the writing process, construing writing as a form of social action in a 
specific situational context. Learning to write, according to this social 
view, is a process of becoming socialized into specific discourse commu-
nities, or communities of practice, communities whose purposes in writ-
ing are constrained by institutional, societal, and cultural factors (e.g. Gee, 
2014; Halliday, 2014). Halliday proposes three metafunctions for language: 
ideational, interpersonal, and textual. The ideational function communi-
cates the content or subject matter of the text; the interpersonal function 
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expresses the writer’s attitude to the text and their relationship with the 
readership; and the textual function provides the writer with a system of 
choices which allow them to organize and structure the text. The choices 
afforded by Halliday’s three metafunctions are again constrained by insti-
tutional, societal, and cultural factors. Because academic text needs to be 
precise, accurate and concise (that is not to say that it does not, at the same 
time, need to be persuasive), it is organized in such a way that it packs a lot 
of information into a few words. An important way it does this is by the use 
of nominalization, or what Halliday (2014) calls grammatical metaphor, the 
reduction of what might more congruently be presented as a clause into 
the form of a nominal group. Halliday argues that grammatical metaphor 
tends to mark off the expert from the layperson, the highly literate from 
the less literate, and represents a challenge for novices in the academy, who 
need to learn how to ‘unpack’ this complexity in their reading and to ‘pack-
age’ their text in this way in their writing. 

Types of EAP

According to Alqahtani (2011), the term English for Academic Purposes 
(EAP) is thought to have been first used by the British Council in 1975, 
and in 1976 a training course in EAP was offered by the British Council 
Teaching Division Inspectorate for its English Language teaching (ELT) 
staff. According to Jordan (2002), by 1997, the term began to be used also in 
the United States. EAP is one of two main branches of English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP), the other being English for Occupational Purposes (EOP). 
The founding editors of the flagship journal of the field, Journal of English 
for Academic Purposes (JEAP), Hamp-Lyons and Hyland, define the scope 
of EAP as ‘the linguistic, sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic description 
of English as it occurs in the contexts of academic study and scholarly 
exchange itself ’. They go on to say that topics covered include the follow-
ing: ‘classroom language, teaching methodology, teacher education, assess-
ment of language, needs analysis; materials development and evaluation, 
discourse analysis, acquisition studies in EAP contexts, research writing 
and speaking at all academic levels, and the sociopolitics of English in aca-
demic uses and language planning’. If ESP can be broken down into the 
two branches of EAP and EOP, EAP itself can in turn be broken down into 
English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) and English for Specific 
Academic Purposes (ESAP), the latter being the theme of the current spe-
cial issue. While EGAP is concerned with the provision of English for stu-
dents in all fields of study, ESAP is focused on the needs of students from 
specific disciplines. This distinction between EGAP and ESAP was first 
recorded by Blue (1988).
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In addition to the differing disciplinary foci of EGAP and ESAP, there is, 
in practice, often, although not always, a distinction between levels: EGAP 
is more often concerned with provision for undergraduate and taught post-
graduate study, while ESAP is more concerned with provision for research 
postgraduates and, increasingly, practicing academics who have to conduct 
their research and publication through the medium of English. While there 
are various models of EAP in use, a common one is for students to first 
take a course in EGAP, before moving on to one in ESAP. However, stu-
dents may begin immediately with ESAP, either before or in parallel with 
their disciplinary courses. Very often, though, there is no specific ESAP 
course, EGAP being the only course on offer. At the same time, however, 
EGAP courses may individualize their learning and offer elements of ESAP 
by incorporating discipline-specific texts or tasks into their teaching. Both 
EGAP and ESAP courses may be offered prior to disciplinary study or in 
parallel with it. Where an ESAP course is offered in parallel with a content 
course (sometimes referred to as a sheltered course), English teachers and 
content teachers may collaborate.

EGAP or ESAP writing?

The choice between an EGAP and an ESAP approach to writing is a con-
troversial one. Here, I will review the arguments for and against each 
approach, but with an emphasis on the case for ESAP, given that this is the 
theme of this special issue. I should say, though, that although the focus 
in this special issue is on ESAP, neither side of the argument is without 
merit. My view is that, in practice, very often, the choice between one or 
the other side depends upon practical circumstances more than ideologi-
cal positioning. Having said that, it is true that much, if not most, EAP 
research focuses more on discipline-specific issues, which may feed into 
ESAP more than EGAP.

Arguments for ESAP writing

The arguments in favor of an ESAP approach to writing can be presented 
as follows. First, particular linguistic features and communicative practices 
are associated with specific disciplines and students need to develop com-
petency in these linguistic features and practices in order to study effec-
tively in their disciplines (Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998; Flowerdew and 
Peacock, 2001). From the linguistic point of view, this belief goes back to 
Halliday, McIntosh and Strevens (1964), who developed the theory of reg-
ister, which demonstrated how particular linguistic features are associated 
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with particular varieties, including disciplinary varieties, of language (see 
also Biber (1988) and Hyland (2000), for more recent corpus-based stud-
ies). From the point of view of communicative practices associated with 
particular disciplines, there is a range of both quantitative and qualitative 
research which has demonstrated variation across disciplines to be the 
case. For example, in a series of case studies of students enrolled in gradu-
ate seminars, Prior (1998) showed how, through their writing, the students 
in the study became enculturated into their different disciplinary practices. 
As another example, a recent survey by Nesi and Gardner (2012) high-
lighted variation in the range of written genres students are expected to be 
competent in performing across the disciplines. As far back as Horowitz 
(1986), indeed, studies have highlighted the varying writing requirements 
of students across the disciplines. This is reflected in a comment from a 
recent in-house research report from a Hong Kong university (Hafner et 
al., undated), as follows:

In essence, different disciplines and sub-disciplines (i.e. Maths, Biology and 
Chemistry in this case) are perceived as demanding different literacy skills. 
Biology is generally seen as more demanding in terms of English language, 
while in the case of Chemistry and Maths, students must develop fluency 
with the conventional symbols used to express chemical calculations or 
mathematical proofs. One student noted that ‘[in Maths] we seldom need 
to write English’.

What this comment suggests is that, in addition to developing their purely 
linguistic skills, students need to be enculturated into the conventions of 
the discourse community (Swales, 1990), or community of practice (Lave 
and Wenger, 1991) of their discipline. According to Lave and Wenger’s 
theory of communities of practice, apprentices can be inducted into such 
communities through a process of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ 
(LPP). The ESAP class can be seen as a means of promoting such a process, 
as a form of LPP. 

A second argument in favour of ESAP, indeed, is that given that content 
teachers may have neither the time nor the expertise to deal with many 
issues concerning language or ‘disciplinarity’ (Prior, 1998), it is a useful 
division of labour for the content teacher to focus on the subject matter 
of the discipline and the EAP teacher to focus on writing in the discipline. 
The content teachers are relieved of the problem of teaching students how 
to write texts such as laboratory reports.1 Indeed, content teachers may 
well be unaware of the need to teach some of the basic language and tex-
tual mechanics of their discipline; they may also be unaware of the need 
to teach the underlying assumptions of their discipline, such assumptions 
having become naturalized as part of their disciplinary practice. ESAP 
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research can bring these assumptions to the surface and this research can 
feed into ESAP course design. Disciplinary texts differ not only in their lan-
guage and subject matter, but, as Hyland (2002a: 391) has commented, also 
in their ‘appeals to background knowledge, different means of establish-
ing truth, and different ways of engaging with readers’. Research-informed 
ESAP teaching can develop knowledge in learners of such disciplinary fea-
tures, which can feed into their writing.

Third, it can be argued that students are likely to be more motivated if 
they are working with disciplinary texts and tasks than with other more 
‘general’ texts and tasks, which they may find trivial. Swales and Feak (2015: 
311), in a recent chapter describing their revision of their best-selling text-
book, ‘Academic Writing for Graduate Students’, point out that one of the 
pressures from users for the revised version was the incorporation of more 
discipline-specific texts.

Fourth, if EAP teachers are not dealing with disciplinary issues and are 
merely teaching the mechanics of the language – vocabulary, grammar, 
cohesion and coherence, for writing – they become no more than remedial 
teachers, ‘fixing up’ the linguistic features that students failed to acquire 
satisfactorily prior to their entry to the academy. Raimes (1991) has referred 
to this as the ‘butler’ role for the EAP teacher, with the teacher at the ser-
vice of the (superior) content teacher. Such a role deskills (Apple, 1988), 
or deprofessionalizes, EAP teachers, leading to a cadre of teachers with 
poor employment conditions, heavy teaching loads and low self-esteem. 
This may mean a reliance on part-time teachers and a marginalization 
of the EAP department, resulting in an academic ‘sweatshop’ (Sharff and 
Lessinger, 1994) situation, which is indeed the case in many universities 
internationally (Hadley, 2015). On the other hand, if the focus is on ESAP, 
the EAP department develops its own subject knowledge and competen-
cies; teachers need to investigate the specific epistemology, language, and 
practices of the target discipline and its community of practice, perhaps 
themselves contributing to the research literature. ESP centers where this 
approach is adopted are City University of Hong Kong, Cerlis in Italy, and 
Interlae in Spain. With regard to the specialist departments, this means 
taking on an advisory rather than a service role and acting as professional 
peer rather than subservient ‘butler’. As a result of this, the EAP teacher is 
likely to be accorded greater respect within the academy, to have greater 
self-esteem, and be more motivated to do a professional job. 

Arguments for EGAP writing (and their counter-arguments)

To match the set of arguments in favour of ESAP writing, there is a well-
known set of arguments in favour of EGAP (although I will also present 
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their counter-arguments here). The first of these pro-EGAP writing argu-
ments is that, while not denying that there is specialist language associ-
ated with specific disciplines, there is no need to teach such specialized 
language, as it will be acquired, either naturally or taught by the content 
teacher, in the content course. The EAP course, on the other hand, can 
focus on a ‘common core’ of language which is found across the disciplines, 
in whatever variety of English one cares to choose. Hutchinson and Waters 
(1987), in an influential book on ESP in its time, took this view, arguing 
that it is more important to focus on target activities than target language. 
Similarly, at about the same time, Spack (1988: 29) argued that EAP teach-
ers should teach ‘general principles of inquiry and rhetoric’ rather than 
specific language. While it is true that there is a common core of language 
forms that are common to most varieties – articles, prepositions, tenses, 
etc. (Leech and Svartvik, 1994) – the distribution of these forms and the 
way they are used, their specific meanings, may vary according to the 
contexts in which they are found (Bloor and Bloor, 1986; Flowerdew and 
Peacock, 2001; Hyland, 2002b). To take just one obvious example, the pas-
sive voice is used much more frequently in academic research articles than 
it is in other more colloquial genres. Similarly, academic articles tend to 
use much more complex noun phrases than do the more colloquial regis-
ters. Furthermore, there is relatively little use of progressive tenses. With 
regard to meaning, to take just one example, the word field has a very dif-
ferent meaning in physics to its meaning in sociology, or to its meaning in 
geography. So this is a counter to this first argument in favour of EGAP.

A second argument in favour of EGAP over ESAP writing is that lan-
guage teachers are not qualified to deal with content; they are better off 
dealing with more popular subjects and with general principles of inquiry 
and rhetoric than engaging with disciplines with which they are not famil-
iar, as Spack (1988), again, argued. Of course, this may be the case and it is 
true that ESAP teaching requires more training and preparation. But then 
one needs to ask if teaching EAP is a profession, which requires profes-
sional development and training, or an occupation which anyone ‘off the 
street’ can do. This brings us back to the deskilling argument. Having said 
that, there can be, in ESAP contexts, cases of language teachers going too 
far in the direction of teaching the discipline and impinging on the legiti-
mate area of the content teachers. There are cases where language teachers 
become so interested in the subject matter of the content course that they 
are supposed to be supporting, that they try to help to teach the content 
themselves, thereby getting into trouble with the content department.

A third argument in favour of EGAP writing is that EGAP may focus 
on a set of common skills which are needed across all disciplines – note- 
taking, paraphrasing, plagiarism-avoidance skills, citation, etc. – rather 
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than discipline-specific language and skills. But again, proponents of ESAP 
can argue that there is no reason that these skills cannot be dealt with 
within the context of an ESAP course. Furthermore, these skills are subject 
to disciplinary variation, familiarity with which can only be developed in 
the context of the discipline. What constitutes a lab report, for example, in 
one discipline may be quite different in another discipline. There may sim-
ilarly be disciplinary variation in citation practices (Maroko, 2013). One 
caveat to this argument for disciplinarity is that students may be required 
to deal with more than one discipline, especially in the early years of uni-
versity study, and that many fields are themselves interdisciplinary.

A fourth and related argument to this one in favour of EGAP writing, or 
rather against ESAP writing, is that ESAP is a form of training rather than 
education. This is an argument put forward by Widdowson (1983) and also 
Hutchinson and Waters (1987). Students need to develop broad educa-
tional competencies, this argument goes, which can only be developed out 
of broader educational aims than the narrow discipline-specific competen-
cies as defined by ESAP. This point is related to a similar one put forward by 
Raimes (1991), who argued that academic writing at university should be 
part of a liberal arts curriculum rather than focusing on other disciplines. 
She claimed that this approach would raise the status of EAP as a field. 
(Note that this is the opposite of the argument presented above that ESAP 
is likely encourage more professionalism.) Be that as it may, Widdowson’s 
argument that ESAP is a training approach makes unwarranted assump-
tions about the nature of the ESAP curriculum. Just because the course 
is in the context of the target discipline does not mean that the teaching 
approach and learning activities need to be unimaginative and undemand-
ing of learners’ creativity.

A fifth argument in favour of EGAP writing is that ESAP is too difficult 
for novice students; EGAP needs to come first and only then will students 
be prepared for ESAP. The counter-argument to that is that there is no rea-
son why more common core features cannot be dealt with within the con-
text of the more specific ESAP course. Furthermore, this argument rests 
upon the assumption that language can be developed in an incremental 
manner, with one structure being mastered after another in a lock-step 
manner. Second language acquisition theory tells us, however, that this is 
not how language is learned; some structures are learned much later than 
others and individuals develop differently. Learners acquire features of 
the language when they are ready, not necessarily when these features are 
introduced by the teacher or the course book. As Flowerdew and Peacock 
(2001: 17) argued: ‘If after eight years of secondary school English a student 
has not mastered third person subject verb agreement or the article system 
– both common errors in language learners who are in other ways highly 



	 English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) Writing	 13

proficient in the language – then curriculum planners are justified in mov-
ing on to more discipline-specific features.’

A final argument for EGAP writing is that, in addition to learner 
needs, curriculum developers must also consider their lacks and wants 
(Hutchinson and Waters, 1987). Hutchinson and Waters (1987: 54) refer to 
necessities (rather than needs), lacks and wants. Necessities refers to needs 
as determined by the target situation. Lacks refers to aspects of the lan-
guage and linguistic practices which students are deficient in, based on a 
comparison of what they currently know and what their needs are. Wants 
refers to what learners think they need in order to function in the target 
situation. Hutchinson and Waters (1987) proposed lacks and wants as part 
of needs analysis in their model of EGAP,2 but it could be argued that a 
needs analysis incorporating lacks and wants can equally be applied to an 
ESAP situation as an EGAP one. 

Hybrid approaches

In the above sections, I have presented the choice between EGAP and 
ESAP writing as a clear-cut dichotomy and implied that a choice can be 
made between either one or the other. This is a somewhat artificial distinc-
tion, however, and hybrid approaches, of course, are possible. In the real 
world, very often, low enrolment numbers mean that classes are made up 
of students from various disciplines; there is not enough critical mass for 
discipline-specific classes. With such heterogeneous classes, the challenge 
is to find enough common ground to include all students, which suggests 
an EGAP approach. At the same time, however, teachers can, on the one 
hand, individualize learning to include discipline-specific texts and activ-
ities, and on the other hand, encourage learners in such heterogeneous 
classes to share and contrast their disciplinary experiences (Swales, 1990; 
Swales and Feak, 2000), which is an ESAP approach, and which can pro-
vide students with the necessary skills for observing and adapting to these 
differences. Additional merits of this approach are that, on the one hand, 
it encourages learners to provide disciplinary input, which may assist the 
teacher, who may not have this knowledge, and that, on the other hand, 
it encourages learners to make an important contribution to the learning 
experience, which can be highly motivating. 

Research on EAP written texts

A main focus of EAP writing research has been on the texts that learn-
ers need to engage in. Such research feeds into needs analysis, one of the 
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defining features of EAP/ESP (L. Flowerdew, 2013), materials develop-
ment, and assessment procedures. At a higher level, though, it also helps to 
explain the role writing plays in the university and in people’s lives beyond 
it and how writing varies according to situational context, including power 
relations, and social purpose. 

Register and discourse analysis

The most work by far in EAP writing research has been done with regard 
to language description. This work tends to be discipline-specific or con-
trastive across disciplines. Researchers are not concerned about language 
in general, but particular varieties of language and how these varieties con-
trast with one another (including at the level of culture). As I have already 
mentioned, this type of research naturally feeds into ESAP rather the 
EGAP. This is because textual description can be employed as a form of 
needs analysis for ESAP writing. 

The best known early publication in the field, Barber’s (1962) article 
on the description of scientific text, identified a range of features that 
have since become received knowledge (Grabe and Kaplan, 1996: 159) 
(and incorporated into ESAP writing syllabuses). Such distinctive fea-
tures include long sentences; complex noun and adjective phrases; many 
non-finite phrases and subordinate clauses; many infinitive clauses; many 
instances of the verb BE; a relatively greater number of relative clauses; 
greater use of the passive; greater use of the simple present tense; a smaller 
number of progressive tenses; few questions; and few contractions. These 
features of scientific text identified by Barber are grist to the mill of the 
ESAP teacher in the field of English for Science.

A criticism often levelled at register analysis such as that of Barber, just 
described, is that it focuses only on form, at the expense of function, or 
meaning in use. An often-cited article which took a more meaning-focused 
(although narrower) approach is Tarone et al.’s (1981) ‘On the use of the 
passive in two Astrophysics journal papers’. This paper can be described as 
an example of discourse analysis rather than register analysis. In this paper, 
Tarone and her colleagues set out to show that, compared with corpora 
made up of mixed genres of scientific English (Barber’s corpus was made 
up of a mixture of journal articles and textbook material), different results 
could be obtained when a corpus was made up of just two articles from the 
same field. Their findings showed that we plus an active verb occurred at 
least as frequently as the passive in both articles. With the help of an infor-
mant in astrophysics, Tarone et al. also focused on the functional meanings 
of the use of the two forms, showing four rhetorical functions of the passive 
as opposed to we plus an active verb: (1) we indicates the author’s unique 
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procedural choice, while the passive indicates an established or standard 
procedure; (2) we is used to describe the author’s own work and the pas-
sive to describe the work of others, unless that work is not mentioned in 
contrast to the author’s, in which case the active is used; (3) the passive is 
used to describe the author’s proposed studies; and (4) the use of the active 
or the passive is determined by focus due to the length of an element or the 
need for emphasis.

This shift from form to function was reflected in ESP textbooks at the 
time. Early publications, such as Herbert’s (1965) The structure of technical 
English and Ewer and Latorre’s (1969) A course in basic scientific English 
were based on register analysis, while later publications, such as Allen and 
Widdowson’s English in Focus series and Bates and Dudley Evans’s Nucleus 
series were based on meaning, the former on communicative functions 
(with parallels the linguistic work of Lackstrom et al. (e.g. 1973; later sum-
marized in Trimble, 1985) and the latter on scientific concepts (the notions 
in Wilkins’s (1976) Notional syllabuses). All of this work was also influenced 
by the communicative revolution in language teaching that was going on 
in the early 1970s (Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998: 22), Widdowson being 
one of the leading figures in this movement.

Genre analysis

The developments just reported were followed in 1990 by the publication 
of Swales’s Genre analysis: English in academic and research settings. This 
volume marked the start of a whole new stage in EAP research and peda-
gogy, that of genre analysis and genre-based pedagogy (Flowerdew, 2015). 
Swales’s book was influential in EAP in many ways, but two may be men-
tioned here. First, his development of the CARS (Create a research space) 
model of rhetorical moves for research article introductions was highly 
influential. Since the publication of Genre analysis, there have been innu-
merable studies of various academic genres and part genres using Swales’s 
approach. These types of studies provide important data for course design. 
The other important insight to be mentioned here was Swales’s notion of 
consciousness-raising, an approach to textual analysis which encourages 
students to develop a sensitivity to the interaction between the communi-
cative purposes and the linguistic features of texts (a sensitivity which can 
then be applied to their own writing). This is the approach employed in 
two genre-based graduate-level EAP textbooks by Swales and Feak (2000, 
2012). A number of studies by Cheng (2015) have shown how a conscious-
ness raising approach can be effective in genre-based pedagogy.

Another influential writer on genre-based pedagogy is A. M. Johns. 
In her Text, role, and context (A. M. Johns, 1997), she describes how 
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undergraduate students can conduct ethnographic research in order to 
inform their knowledge of the sociorhetorical features of the genres they 
need to write. This work applies to both native- and non-native-speakers 
of English. The Swalesian approach to genre pedagogy is not the only one. 
In an influential article, Hyon (1996) distinguishes three major approaches: 
(a) English for specific purposes (ESP); (b) North American New Rhetoric 
studies; and (c) Australian systemic functional linguistics (also referred 
to as the Sydney School).  In a review of Hyon’s article, more recently, 
Swales (2012) suggests two further possible candidates: the Brazilian 
approach to genre and the Academic Literacies movement. The first of 
these is a hybrid, bringing together rhetorical, linguistic, and sociological 
approaches (Bawarshi and Reiff, 2010), while the second is more ethno-
graphic in orientation, taking the view that the ESP approach is too textual, 
leading to pedagogical recommendations which are again too textual (Lillis 
and Scott, 2007). The Academic Literacies approach also takes a more 
critical stand to the academy, questioning how students are ‘identified’, the 
concept of academic disciplines, and the power and authority of instruc-
tors. However, while it is undoubtedly a distinctive approach to EAP, the 
Academic Literacies approach does not foreground the notion of genre, so, 
in my view cannot be grouped with the three major approaches identified 
by Hyon.

Corpus analysis

Following the work of Swales (see also Bhatia, 1993 on professional 
genres), the next paradigm shift in EAP research was that of corpora. A 
corpus is an electronically stored collection of texts which can be searched 
to discover features which are not immediately obvious to the naked eye. 
Corpora can provide data in terms of frequency counts of individual lexi-
cal items (and ranked frequency lists), lexical bundles (multi-word units, 
also referred to as ngrams), and grammatical structures. If the corpus is 
annotated (parsed), it may also identify parts of speech and other informa-
tion added to the corpus, either automatically or by hand. Corpora used for 
studying academic discourse may be large (e.g. the academic sub-corpus 
of the American Corpus of Contemporary English (COCA)) or small e.g. 
Flowerdew’s (2004) corpus of PhD literature review chapters). Important 
medium-sized academic corpora are the Michigan Corpus of Upper-level 
Student Papers (MICUSP) (University of Michigan, USA http://www.mic-
usp.org/home) and its British counterpart, the British Academic Written 
English (BAWE) corpus (see Gardner and Nesi, 2013). The argument for 
using corpora for writing instruction is presented in L. Flowerdew (2010).
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A huge amount of interesting findings about academic discourse have 
been revealed through corpus analysis, much of it with the potential to 
inform ESAP writing pedagogy. At the most basic level, efforts have gone 
into the creation of academic word lists, i.e. lists of the most frequent 
words used in academic discourse. The first such list was that of Coxhead 
(2000) and a more recent one is that of Gardner and Davies (2013). While 
Coxhead’s list has been very influential and useful in course design, in the 
classroom, and for direct use by learners, Gardner and Davies (2013) claim 
their list to be an improvement on that of Coxhead (2000) on a number 
of grounds. First, their list is based on a much larger corpus (120 million 
words compared to 3.5 million words). Second, it is based on much newer 
data, some texts as recent as 2012, while that of the AWL goes back to the 
1990s. Third, it provides better coverage, i.e. the items are more evenly 
spread across the corpus. Fourth, it is more focused on just academic words, 
whereas the AWL also includes some more general words. Fifth, it pro-
vides more information on word families. Sixth, the word list is integrally 
tied into an interface called WordAndPhrase (http://www.wordandphrase.
info/academic/) that allows learners to interact with the data to access 
information about the meaning of the words, their definitions, their fre-
quency in the disciplinary sub-corpora (Medicine, Science and Business), 
their collocates, and concordance lines that can be resorted. Another on-
line interactive resource useful for discipline-specific vocabulary work is 
Cobb’s Compleat (sic) Lexical Tutor, (http://www.lextutor.ca/), which has 
many functions, including one which allows students to input their own 
text to contrast their own writing with a discipline-specific source text. As 
well as work on word frequency lists, lists have now started to be created 
for lexical bundles, two well-known ones being those of Hyland (2008) and 
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010). Cortes (2006) is an interesting account of 
teaching lexical bundles in the context of an ESAP history writing class.

Although vocabulary is, of course, very important for ESAP writ-
ing, work on other linguistic levels is also important. To cite just a few 
representative areas, a lot of work has been done on stance (Biber, 2006; 
Hyland and Sancho Guinda, 2013); on metadiscourse (Ädel, 2006; Hyland, 
2005); on lexical bundles (Biber, Conrad, and Cortes, 2004; Hyland, 2008; 
Simpson-Vlach and Ellis, 2010); and on signalling nouns (Flowerdew and 
Forest, 2015).

Other corpus-based research particularly worthy of note are Hyland’s 
two monographs where he combines corpus analysis with a social dimen-
sion through the use of specialist informants who comment on what they 
have written. In the first of these two volumes, Hyland emphasizes dis-
ciplinary differences (Hyland, 2004), while in the second he puts more 
emphasis on individual identity (Hyland, 2012), all in the context of the 
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discourse of the academy. Also of note is Nesi and Gardner’s (2012) study 
of the genres that British undergraduate students are required to write, 
based on the BAWE corpus.

A rather different approach to corpus work is represented by studies of 
learner corpora, corpora of writing produced by learners of English. The 
best-known work in this area is the University of Louvain International 
Corpus of Learner English (https://www.uclouvain.be/en-cecl-icle.html), 
made up of argumentative essays written by higher intermediate to advanced 
learners of English from several mother tongue backgrounds. It might be 
argued that the essay topics in the corpus are not particularly ‘academic’, 
including as they do essays on smoking and part-time jobs, among other 
topics. Nevertheless the essay is still one of the most frequently required 
genres in British universities, according to Nesi and Gardner’s (2012) data, 
although the topics in the Louvain corpus might be more typical of high 
school essays than what is required at university level. What learner cor-
pora can do is to allow the researcher or teacher to identify discrepancies 
between native- and non-native usage, referred to by Granger as contras-
tive interlanguage analysis. It might be argued that this casts the learner in 
a deficit position vis á vis the native-speaker. However, Granger (2015) has 
argued that the variety against which the non-native variety is compared 
need not necessarily be a traditional ‘inner circle’ variety, but may also be 
one of the ‘outer circle’ varieties or corpora made up of competent L2 user 
data, as suggested by proponents of English as a Lingua Franca. Much work 
is going on now around the globe, with learner corpora researchers investi-
gating the particular interlanguage features of various L1s.

A much more direct approach to corpus-based work than the work  
I have reviewed so far, which mainly provides input for syllabus and  
materials design, is ‘data-driven learning’, an approach to teaching and 
learning first advocated by T. Johns (2002). In this approach, learners inter-
act directly with corpus data, either in print form or working directly with 
the computer. The idea is that students themselves investigate the corpus 
data, identifying recurrent patterns and making their own generalizations 
(guided perhaps by the teacher). This approach is ideal for ESAP, because 
students can work with corpora of data from their particular disciplines. 
Gavioli’s (2006), Exploring corpora for ESP learning is an early monograph 
describing how this approach can work in practice. Gavioli argues that 
corpus work can provide ESAP students with insights regarding features 
of the ESAP target language, on the one hand, and that the ‘search and 
discovery’ procedure facilitates language learning and promotes autonomy 
in developing ESAP language, on the other hand. More recent reports 
of data-driven learning are those of L. Flowerdew (2015) and Flowerdew 
and Wang (forthcoming). Another approach is for students to make their 
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own corpora out of materials that they work with in their disciplines. This 
approach has been mostly applied in the context of the teaching of research 
writing. Accounts are to be found in Lee and Swales (2006), Burgess and 
Cargill (2013) and Charles (2014). A teaching manual employing this 
approach, combined with genre-based teaching is by Cargill and O’Connor 
(2013). 

Ethnography

I have already referred to the work of A. M. Johns and how she views learn-
ers as ethnographers. In parallel with text analytic work, although perhaps 
less prominent, has been a body of research using more qualitative, or eth-
nographic, methods, involving field observation and interviews, supported 
by surveys and textual analysis. An article by Lillis (2008) sets out princi-
ples for an ethnographic approach to EAP. Such qualitative research is able 
to focus on the practices, processes, social and power relations involved in 
academic writing across the disciplines. An article by Starfield (2002) is a 
good example of such work, showing how a novice undergraduate writer in 
South Africa negotiated power relations to create an authoritative textual 
and discoursal identity for himself, while another such writer failed to cre-
ate such an identity because he relied on the words of recognized authors 
in the discipline and thereby had thrust upon him the identity of a ‘plagia-
rizer’. Ivaniç’s (1998) ethnographic study of adult students in the UK shows 
how such students have difficulties in reconciling the identities they bring 
with them with those that they are required to take on in the academy.

Ethnographic work has also been conducted in business and profes-
sional contexts. Working at the Bank of Canada, over a period of many 
years, Smart (2006) conducted interviews, analysed documents, and acted 
as a participant observer to produce a fascinating account of how writing 
takes place in the world of work (such work is useful to ESAP teaching in 
the Business and Economics field). On a more modest level, Flowerdew 
and Wan (2010) conducted ethnographic work (combined with Swalesian 
genre analysis) focusing on a team of auditors in Hong Kong, showing the 
complex work that goes into the production of the audit report document.

A considerable amount of ethnographic work has been conducted on 
the publishing practices of the rapidly growing number of non-native writ-
ers who are required to publish in Anglophone international journals, a 
sub-field of EAP which has been labelled English for Research Publication 
Purposes (ERPP) (Flowerdew, 2013). Examples of such work are Flowerdew 
(2000), Li (2006, 2007), and Lillis and Curry (2010), but there is quite exten-
sive further literature in this area. A feature of much of this work is the 
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use of discourse-based interviews (O’Dell et al., 1983), i.e. interviews with 
writers asking them about how and why they wrote their texts. 

Contrastive rhetoric

Another approach to EAP writing research, going back to Kaplan’s (1966) 
controversial study of differences in the writing patterns of different ethnic 
groups, is contrastive rhetoric, the study of how writing in one language 
influences how one writes in another language. This approach is less popu-
lar than the others reviewed here, partly, no doubt, because for a long time 
it was out of favour, due to claims that it was guilty of cultural essentialism. 
Notable studies in this field are Connor’s study of variation in the rhetorical 
moves in grant proposals across humanists and scientists (Connor, 1999) 
and her study of accommodation in international business communica-
tion (Connor, 2000). The work of Connor, indeed, has done much to re-
establish the approach, notably in her relabelling of contrastive rhetoric as 
intercultural rhetoric (Connor, 2011), adding to the traditional approach of 
textual analysis an emphasis on a more dynamic, negotiable definition of 
culture and the introduction of small cultures (disciplinary, generational, 
gender), in addition to national or ethnic cultures. Intercultural rhetoric is 
now defined by Connor (2011: 2) as ‘an umbrella term that includes cross-
cultural studies (comparisons of the same concept in culture one and cul-
ture two) as well as studies of interactions in which writers from a variety of 
linguistic, cultural, and social backgrounds negotiate through speaking and 
writing.’ In addition to the work of Connor, there is interest in contrastive 
rhetoric in academic contexts in Spain. Moreno (2004), for example has 
done interesting work contrasting Spanish and English research articles, 
while Martín-Martín (2003) has compared research paper abstracts across 
Spanish and English, and Suárez and Moreno (2008) have compared the 
rhetorical structure of academic book reviews across Spanish and English. 
Other contrastive rhetoric work has focused on grant proposals (Chinese 
and English) (Feng, 2008) and research articles (German, British, and 
American) (Sanderson, 2008). The value of contrastive work for ESAP is 
that it can highlight particular differences in cultural writing styles, which 
can feed into pedagogy.

Classroom methodology

The cultural and social context of each EAP class is specific, as are the 
learning goals, materials, and teaching methodology. Tardy (2012) notes 
that ‘LSP (Languages for Specific Purposes) writing instruction draws 
on the same principles that guide LSP pedagogy in general; that is, it is 
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needs-driven and learner-centered, engaging students in task-based 
uses and analysis of authentic target language.’ ESAP writing instruction 
often favours a genre-based pedagogy, involving a consciousness-raising 
approach (Swales, 1990), as mentioned above. As Kuteeva (2013: 95) notes: 

… ‘examine-and-report-back’ genre-analysis tasks involving comparisons 
between different genres … contribute to increasing students’ genre aware-
ness in specific disciplinary contexts. This way, the challenges faced by 
the teachers working with ‘multidisciplinary’ groups can be turned into 
learning opportunities in genre-based instruction.

Some genre-based approaches adopt the Sydney School of genre peda-
gogy, which involves a teaching/learning cycle consisting of three main 
stages: ‘deconstruction’ (where a successful text or texts is/are analysed by 
the teacher interacting with the learners); ‘joint construction’ (where the 
teacher and learners collaboratively put together a text, based on the model 
from the deconstruction stage); and ‘independent construction’ (where the 
learners individually create a text modelled on those developed in the pre-
vious stages) (Martin and Rose, 2012). At all stages, a key concern is ‘setting 
context’ (putting texts into their socio-cultural contexts), as is ‘building 
field’ (content knowledge). This approach can work well, therefore, in an 
ESAP context. 

Based on different conceptions of genre, while some teachers employ 
a more formulaic approach to genre pedagogy, focusing on text types and 
templates, others prefer to concentrate more on variability in genre and how 
individual instances of genres vary one from another according to context. 
A. M. Johns (2011) has referred to this dichotomy as genre acquisition, on 
the one hand, and genre awareness, on the other (see also Flowerdew, 1993 
on genre awareness activities). This is an on-going debate, depending very 
much on the view taken on genre, as exemplified in the three approaches 
identified by Hyon (1996) referred to above. As Kuteeva (2013: 85) notes 
again, from an ESAP perspective, ‘[f ]urther research is needed on how … 
students with different disciplinary and linguistic backgrounds approach 
genre-analysis tasks, including educational settings outside the English-
speaking world.’

Critical approaches

Some writers have criticized EAP and, by implication, ESAP for being too 
accommodating to the status quo. This critique was begun by Pennycook 
(1997), who argued that ESP, in being pragmatic in responding to the needs 
of the institutions within which it operates, at the same time reinforces 
unequal power relations which often emphasize the dominance of English 
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and of the native speaker of English. This critique was developed further 
by Benesch (2009) with her notion of learner ‘rights analysis’ as an exten-
sion of needs analysis. Rights analysis encourages learners and teachers to 
question some of the fundamental policies with regard to English in their 
institutions. One important area in ESAP writing concerns the question 
of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). Should ESAP students be required to 
write in Standard American or British English or should they be allowed to 
adopt ELF or a local variety as their model (Flowerdew, 2013; Kuteeva and 
Mauranen, 2014) Another issue concerns the role of the mother tongue in 
teaching and learning. In certain universities in Hong Kong, for example, 
there is a policy of ‘English-only’; all classes should be conducted only in 
English. Is it not the case that the mother tongue and/or code switching 
might play a role in the teaching and learning process, however? After all, 
outside the classroom, in real-world Hong Kong, both Chinese and English 
are used together; they are not segregated (see Flowerdew and Wan’s (2010) 
study of how auditors operate in Hong Kong, for example). Further critical 
questions have been raised by the Academic Literacies group in London 
(e.g. Lillis and Scott, 2007).

Taking a classroom-based approach, a recent book by Chun (2015) dem-
onstrates how a critical literacy approach can be taken in the EAP class-
room. In an extensive case study of one teacher, Chun (2015) shows how 
this EAP teacher learns to encourage her students to engage with issues of 
neoliberal globalization, racial and cultural identities, and consumerism. 
Chun (2015) outlines seven shared practices for teachers when working 
with EAP students from a critical literacies perspective, as follows:

1.	D rawing upon the lived experiences of teachers and students in 
dialogically responding to the learning materials. 

2.	 Using a meta-language approach in which lexical and grammatical 
choices are highlighted with students and are explored in the ways 
they can construct one meaning over another.

3.	 Addressing issues of power and how it is instantiated in language, 
texts, genres, and discourses. 

4.	D ebating what constitutes certain common-sense beliefs of who 
we are, our functions and roles in society, and why and how certain 
norms and rules are made and by whom. 

5.	 Examining in a critical self-reflexive way the practice of one’s own 
various positions in society, be they economic, racialized, gen-
dered, and so on, and how these positions may confer privilege in 
certain contexts and not others. 
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6.	 Seeking to renew and restore a sense of community that has been 
devalued in the past thirty or so years in the neoliberal assault in 
the name of the individual above all else.

7.	 Enabling agentive acts of both teachers and students in naming 
and speaking back to forms of power and attempting to redistrib-
ute these various forms of power in their ESP classrooms, universi-
ties, and society for greater social, economic, and political justice 
for people everywhere. 

In an interesting more recent article, Chun (forthcoming) shows how 
these principles can be applied in the teaching of a business memo in an 
email to a class of Hong Kong business students.

Some writers have argued for a ‘third way’ between the pragmatic and 
critical approaches, a ‘critical pragmatic’ approach. Such an approach 
attempts to ‘synthesise the preoccupation with difference inherent in criti-
cal pedagogy and the preoccupation with access inherent in pragmatic 
pedagogy’ (Harwood and Hadley, 2004: 366; see also Flowerdew, 2007).

Assessment

With English for General Purposes (EGP) assessment becoming more 
focused on an analysis of learner needs and target language use – which are 
themselves defining features of ESP testing – ESP/EAP testing has become 
more difficult to distinguish from its EGP counterpart. Nevertheless, as 
Douglas (2013: 378–379) notes, ESP (and by extension ESAP) assessment 
is a clearly definable sub-field ‘with its focus on assessing ability to use 
language precisely to perform relevant tasks in authentic contexts while 
integrating appropriate aspects of field-specific background knowledge’. 
Douglas notes, however, that there is an ongoing debate about the con-
struct of specific-language learning ability (p. 239). He further adds that 
practitioners have come to realize that language knowledge and back-
ground knowledge are difficult to distinguish and that ‘although specific 
purpose testers are not in the business of assessing professional, vocational, 
or academic competence in specific purpose fields … such competence is 
inextricably linked to language performance in those fields’. This is a case, 
then, for ESAP rather than EGAP testing, because testees’ performance 
will be affected by their background knowledge of their specific disciplines.

Conclusion

In the limited space of this article I have not been able to cover many 
issues of interest and relevance to ESAP writing research and pedagogy, 
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but I hope to have covered what I consider to be the main issues for any-
one interested in, involved in, or considering entering the field of ESAP. 
Two important areas where ESAP writing is going on are in the writing 
of English for Research Publication Purposes (ERPP), which I have only 
briefly mentioned, and the writing of the academic thesis/dissertation, 
which I have not mentioned at all (but see Thompson, 2013 for review).3 
Another area I have omitted, except from my references to Halliday and 
to the Sydney School approach to genre pedagogy, is the systemic func-
tional linguistics approach to academic discourse; I have not covered this, 
because that work is more focused on school genres, as opposed to aca-
demic discourse (although there are exceptions, e.g. Hood, 2010). As I said, 
I cannot cover everything in the space of a journal article. Nevertheless, I 
hope to have at least prepared the ground for the more specialized research 
reports, reflections on practice, and report from the e-sphere, which are to 
follow in this special issue.

Where student populations and disciplinary groupings are diverse, 
where teachers have not enough time to prepare discipline-specific materi-
als, or where access to content teachers may be restricted for whatever rea-
son, then a case can be made for EGAP. What we know about disciplinary 
differences in terms of ideology, language, and communicative practices, 
however, tells us that, where possible, efforts should be made in the direc-
tion of ESAP. Whichever model is chosen, however, or if a hybrid model is 
the choice, students need to be exposed to the understandings, language 
and communicative activities of their target disciplines if at all possible, 
with students themselves also contributing to this enterprise. In this way, 
learners will be able to focus on new types of literacy which will prepare 
them to participate in their academic fields.
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Notes

1	 See Parkinson (forthcoming) for an excellent account of how to teach the 
laboratory report.

2	 Hutchinson and Waters (1987) were writing about ESP in general and so the 
appropriate acronym for the wide-angle approach they argued for would be 
EGSP (English for General Specific Purposes), but I have used the EGAP 
acronym here, as EAP is the focus of this article.
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3	 A current trend, in fact, is for more and more disciplines to move to the 
thesis/dissertation as a collection of research articles, as opposed to a single 
monograph (although not so much in the humanities), so the two fields are 
beginning to coincide.
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