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Introduction

That English has become the major international language for research 
and publication is beyond dispute. As a result, university students need to 
have good receptive command of English if they want to have access to the 
literature pertaining to their discipline. As a large number of them are also 
required to write academic texts (e.g. essays, reports, MA dissertations, PhD 
theses, etc.), they also need to have a productive knowledge of academic 
language. As noted by Biber, ‘students who are beginning university studies 
face a bewildering range of obstacles and adjustments, and many of these 
diffi culties involve learning to use language in new ways’ (2006: 1). Several 
studies have shown that the distinctive, highly routinized, nature of 
academic prose is problematic for many novice native-speaker writers 
(e.g. Cortes, 2002), but poses an even greater challenge to students for 
whom English is a second (e.g. Hinkel, 2002) or foreign language (e.g. 
Gilquin et al., 2007b). 

Studies in second language writing have established that learning to write 
second-language (L2) academic prose requires an advanced linguistic com-
petence, without which learners simply do not have the range of lexical and 
grammatical skills required for academic writing (Jordan, 1997; Nation and 
Waring, 1997; Hinkel, 2002; 2004; Reynolds, 2005). A questionnaire survey 
of almost 5,000 undergraduates showed that students from all 26 depart-
ments at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University experienced diffi culties 
with the writing skills necessary for studying content subjects through the 
medium of English (Evans and Green, 2006). Almost 50 per cent of the 
students reported that they encountered diffi culties in using appropriate 
academic style, expressing ideas in correct English and linking sentences 
smoothly. Mastering the subtleties of academic prose is, however, not only a 
problem for novice writers. International refereed journal articles are 
regarded as the most important vehicle for publishing research fi ndings 
and non-native academics who want to publish their work in those top jour-
nals often fi nd their articles rejected, partly because of language problems. 
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These problems include the fact that they have less facility of expression 
and a poorer vocabulary; they fi nd it diffi cult to ‘hedge’ appropriately 
and the structure of their texts may be infl uenced by their fi rst language 
(see Flowerdew, 1999). 

Because it causes major diffi culties to students and scholars alike, 
academic discourse has become a major object of study in applied linguis-
tics. Flowerdew (2002) identifi ed four major research paradigms for 
investigating academic discourse, namely (Swalesian) genre analysis, 
contrastive rhetoric, ethnographic approaches and corpus-based analysis. 
While the fi rst three approaches to English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 
emphasize the situational or cultural context of academic discourse, 
corpus-linguistic methods focus more on the co-text of selected lexical 
items in academic texts. 

Corpus linguistics is concerned with the collection in electronic format 
and the analysis of large amounts of naturally occurring spoken or written 
data ‘selected according to external criteria to represent, as far as possible, 
a language or language variety as a source of linguistic research’ (Sinclair, 
2005: 16). Computer corpora are analysed with the help of software pack-
ages such as WordSmith Tools 4 (Scott, 2004), which includes a number of 
text-handling tools to support quantitative and qualitative textual data anal-
ysis. Wordlists give information on the frequency and distribution of the 
vocabulary – single words but also word sequences – used in one or more 
corpora. Wordlists for two corpora can be compared automatically so as to 
highlight the vocabulary that is particularly salient in a given corpus, i.e., 
its keywords. Concordances are used to analyse the co-text of a linguistic 
feature, in other words its linguistic environment in terms of preferred 
co-occurrences and grammatical structures. The research paradigm of 
corpus linguistics is ideally suited for studying the linguistic features of 
academic discourse as it can highlight which words, phrases or structures 
are most typical of the genre and how they are generally used. 

Corpus-based studies have already shed light on a number of distinctive 
linguistic features of academic discourse as compared with other genres. 
Biber’s (1988) study of variation across speech and writing has shown that 
academic texts typically have an informational and non-narrative focus; 
they require highly explicit, text-internal reference and deal with abstract, 
conceptual or technical subject matter (Biber, 1988: 121–60). The Longman 
Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber et al., 1999) provides a compre-
hensive description of the range of distinctive grammatical and lexical 
features of academic prose, compared to conversation, fi ction and newspa-
per reportage. Common features of this genre include a high rate of 
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occurrence of nouns, nominalizations, noun phrases with modifi ers, 
attributive adjectives, derived adjectives, activity verbs, verbs with inanimate 
subjects, agentless passive structures and linking adverbials. By contrast, 
fi rst and second person pronouns, private verbs, that-deletions and contrac-
tions occur very rarely in academic texts. 

In addition, studies of vocabulary have emphasized the importance of a 
‘sub-technical’ or ‘academic’ vocabulary alongside core words and techni-
cal terms in academic discourse (Nation, 2001: 187–216). Hinkel (2002: 
257–65) argues that the exclusive use of a process-writing approach, the 
relative absence of direct and focused grammar instruction, and the lack of 
academic vocabulary development contribute to a situation in which non-
native students are simply not prepared to write academic texts. She pro-
vides a list of priorities in curriculum design and writes that, among the top 
priorities, ‘NNSs [non-native students] need to learn more contextualized 
and advanced academic vocabulary, as well as idioms and collocations to 
develop a substantial lexical arsenal to improve their writing in English’ 
(Hinkel, 2002: 247). The Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000) was compiled 
on the basis of corpus data to meet the specifi c vocabulary needs of stu-
dents in higher education settings. 

But what is ‘academic vocabulary’? Despite its widespread use, the term 
has been used in various ways to refer to different (but often overlapping) 
vocabulary categories. This book aims to provide a better description of the 
notion of ‘academic vocabulary’. It takes the reader full circle, from the 
extraction of potential academic words through their linguistic analysis in 
expert and learner corpus data, to the pedagogical implications that can be 
drawn from the results. Recent corpus-based studies have emphasized the 
specifi city of different academic disciplines and genres. As a result, research-
ers such as Hyland and Tse (2007) question the widely held assumption that 
students need a common core vocabulary for academic study. They argue 
that the different disciplinary literacies undermine the usefulness of such 
lists and recommend that lecturers help students develop a discipline-based 
lexical repertoire. 

This book is an attempt to resolve the tension between the particularizing 
trend which advocates the teaching of a more restricted, discipline-based 
vocabulary syllabus, and the generalizing trend which recognizes the 
existence of a common core ‘academic vocabulary’ that can be taught to a 
large number of learners in many disciplines. I fi rst argue that, to resolve 
this tension, the concept of ‘academic vocabulary’ must be revisited. 
I demonstrate, on the basis of corpus data, that, as well as discipline-specifi c 
vocabulary, there is a wide range of words and phraseological patterns that 
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are used to refer to activities which are characteristic of academic discourse, 
and more generally, of scientifi c knowledge, or to perform important dis-
course-organizing or rhetorical functions in academic writing. 

A large proportion of this lexical repertoire consists of core vocabulary, a 
category which has so far been largely neglected in EAP courses but which 
is usually not fully mastered by English as a foreign language (EFL) learn-
ers, even those at the high-intermediate or advanced levels. I make use of 
Granger’s (1996a) Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis to test the working 
hypothesis that upper-intermediate to advanced EFL learners, irrespective 
of their mother tongue background, share a number of linguistic features 
that characterize their use of academic vocabulary. The learner corpus 
used is the fi rst edition of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), 
which is among the largest non-commercial learner corpora in existence. 
It contains texts written by learners with different mother tongue back-
grounds. Ten ICLE sub-corpora representing different mother tongue 
backgrounds (Czech, Dutch, Finnish, French, German, Italian, Polish, 
Russian, Spanish, Swedish) are compared with a subset of the academic 
component of the British National Corpus (texts written by specialists in the 
Humanities) to identify ways in which learners’ use of academic vocabulary 
differs from that of more expert writers. A comparison of the ten sub- 
corpora then makes it possible to identify linguistic features that are 
shared by learners from a wide range of mother tongue backgrounds, and 
therefore possibly developmental. The EFL learners are all learning how 
to write in a foreign language, and they are often novice writers in their 
mother tongue as well. 

However, not all learner specifi c-features can be attributed to develop-
mental factors. The comparison of several ICLE sub-corpora helps to 
pinpoint a number of patterns that are characteristic of learners who share 
the same fi rst language, and which may therefore be transfer-related. 
I made use of Jarvis’s (2000) unifi ed framework to investigate the potential 
infl uence of the fi rst language on French learners’ use of academic vocabu-
lary in English.

The book is organized in three sections. The fi rst scrutinizes the concept 
of ‘academic vocabulary’, reviewing the many defi nitions of the term and 
arguing that, for productive purposes, academic vocabulary is more use-
fully defi ned as a set of options to refer to those activities that characterize 
academic work, organize scientifi c discourse, and build the rhetoric of 
academic texts. It then proposes a data-driven procedure based on the 
criteria of keyness, range, and evenness of distribution, to select academic 
words that could be part of a common core academic vocabulary syllabus. 
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The resulting list, called the Academic Keyword List (AKL), comprises a set of 
930 potential academic words. One important feature of the methodology 
is that, unlike Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List, the AKL includes the 
2,000 most frequent words of English, thus making it possible to appreciate 
the paramount importance of core English words in academic prose. 

The AKL is used in Section 2 to explore the importance of academic 
vocabulary in expert writing and to analyse EFL learners’ use of lexical 
devices that perform rhetorical or organizational functions in academic 
writing. This section offers a thorough analysis of these lexical devices as 
they appear in the International Corpus of Learner English, describing the fac-
tors that account for learners’ diffi culties in academic writing. These factors 
include a limited lexical repertoire, lack of register awareness, infelicitous 
word combinations, semantic misuse, sentence-initial positioning of adverbs 
and transfer effects. 

The fi nal section briefl y comments on the pedagogical implications of 
these results, summarizes the major fi ndings, and points the way forward to 
further research in the area.



This page intentionally left blank 



Part I

Academic vocabulary

‘Academic vocabulary’ is a term that is widely used in textbooks on English 
for academic purposes and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) reference 
books. Nevertheless, it can be understood in a variety of ways and used to 
indicate different categories of vocabulary. In this section, my objectives are 
to clarify the meaning of ‘academic vocabulary’ by critically examining its 
many uses, and to build a list of words that fi t my own defi nition of the term. 
Chapter 1 therefore tries to identify the key features of academic vocabu-
lary and to clear up the confusion between academic words and other 
vocabulary. Chapter 2 proposes a data-driven methodology based on the 
criteria of keyness, range and evenness of distribution, and uses this to build 
a new list of potential academic words, viz. the Academic Keyword List (AKL). 
This list is very different from Coxhead’s Academic Word List and has already 
been used to inform the writing sections in the second edition of the 
 Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (see Gilquin et al., 2007b). 
The AKL is used in Section 2 to analyse EFL learners’ use of lexical devices 
that perform rhetorical or organizational functions in academic writing.
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