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 Introduction 

 The focus of this chapter is approaches in research to identifying special-
ised vocabulary for ESP. The chapter begins with considering why this is 
an important aspect of lexical research in ESP, before moving on to corpus- 
based quantitative approaches to identifying vocabulary for ESP. Qualitative 
approaches follow, including analysing concordances from corpora, con-
sulting experts, using a scale, using a technical dictionary, surveys, question-
naires, glossaries and case study analyses of teachers and learner decision 
making including analysing student texts for annotations. The chapter ends 
with a brief discussion of how a reader might carry out a research project 
in this area. 

 Why is identifying specialised vocabulary 
important for ESP? 

 Identifying and categorising academic and disciplinary vocabulary for ESP 
is important for a range of researchers, learners, teachers and dictionary 
and materials designers. For researchers, identifying specialised vocabu-
lary in ESP is important because there are many outstanding questions in 
this field of research. For example, one research question which has been 
approached in several ways is ‘When does general vocabulary stop and 
specialised vocabulary begin?’ (see Hwang & Nation, 1995; Coxhead & 
Hirsh, 2007 for examples). Word list developers need to be aware of these 
technical meanings of everyday words so that selection principles can be 
followed as closely as possible (for more, go to  Chapter 3 ). This research 
needs to be based on solid principles of selection, guided by the context for 
learning and the proficiency level of the learners. For dictionary and materi-
als designers, identifying specialised vocabulary is important for deciding 
what lexical items are included in resources and what kind of attention they 
are given. A good example of the possible impact of a study of specialised 
vocabulary is the AWL (Coxhead, 2000, 2016a  ). This list is widely used in 
textbook series, dictionaries and paper- based and online materials design. 

 Chapter 2 

 Approaches to identifying 
specialised vocabulary for ESP 
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 For learners and teachers, identifying this vocabulary is vital for setting 
goals for learning and for programmes of study, as well as checking a learn-
er’s progress and helping make tomorrow’s vocabulary learning easier (see 
Nation, 2013). Organising vocabulary learning is important for language 
learning, so finding out what learners know before they start a course of 
study can help determine what their vocabulary needs are. These needs 
might be different depending on the amount of background knowledge in 
the subject a learner already has and their proficiency in English. 

 There is quite a range of terminology in the research on specialised 
vocabulary. Here are some examples. Some researchers use the term  tech-
nical , as in (Chung & Nation, 2003, 2004) who measured the strength 
of the relationship between the word and the specialised subject area (for 
more on this research, see the following).  Semi- technical  vocabulary is a 
term used by Farrell (1990) to describe words which are not technical (spe-
cific to a discipline) or non- technical (everyday). Fraser (2007, 2009) uses 
the term  cryptotechnical  in Pharmacology rather than  semi- technical  (see 
 Chapter 6 ). More recently, Watson- Todd (2017) has used the term  opaque  
vocabulary, which means words that learners might struggle with in their 
learning because the general meaning is not the same as the technical mean-
ing (see  Chapter 6  for more on this study in Engineering). In this book,  spe-
cialised vocabulary  is used as an umbrella term for vocabulary which relates 
in some way to its particular discipline, whether the word is high, mid or 
low frequency (Nation, 2016). 

 Quantitative approaches to identifying 
vocabulary for ESP 

 Corpora are commonly used in quantitative studies for identifying vocabu-
lary for ESP in corpus- based research. A corpus is a body of texts of written 
or spoken language, and, increasingly, a corpus can be multi- media. An 
early example of multi- media in EAP is Hilary Nesi’s Essential Academic 
Skills in English (EASE) series (see Nesi, 2001). Corpus- based studies allow 
for larger- scale investigations of words in context than early studies of 
page- by- page analysis by hand. A key feature of corpus analysis is that such 
studies should be relatively easy to replicate, but only if the corpora are 
publicly available. Unfortunately, many corpora are not made available for 
further analysis, but some corpora have been made publicly available, such 
as the British Academic Written English Corpus (BAWE) and the British 
Academic Spoken English Corpus (BASE) (both available at sketchengine.
co.uk) and the Hong Kong Polytechnic University Corpora of Professional 
English (available at the website for the Research Centre for Professional 
Communication in English: rcpce.engl.polyu.edu.hk). 

 In specialised vocabulary research, a corpus of a particular field 
could contain a range of texts. For example, in Nelson’s (n.d.) work on 

http://rcpce.engl.polyu.edu.hk
http://sketchengine.co.uk
http://sketchengine.co.uk
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business- specific vocabulary, four corpora were used: the written texts 
of business people, texts which they read, their spoken texts and texts which 
they listened to. This organisation of the corpus illustrates Nelson’s con-
cern that a corpus represents, as much as possible, the kinds of documents 
or texts of that field. Corpus studies have contributed a great deal to our 
quest to identify and understand more about specialised vocabulary. They 
have been particularly useful for developing word lists for use in language 
classrooms and for independent study. Cheng’s (2012) volume on corpus 
linguistics contains clear step- by- step instructions on extracting lexis from 
a corpus, for example, to generate a word list and research single words, as 
well as ways to identify multi- word units in corpora through n- gram analy-
sis (see Cheng, 2012, for example). 

 The following are some ways that researchers have investigated corpora 
to identify specialised vocabulary in ESP. 

 Corpus comparison 

 A fairly quick way of finding technical vocabulary is using a corpus- 
comparison approach which involves, obviously, two corpora. One is a spe-
cialised corpus and the other is a general- purpose corpus. First of all, items 
which only occur in the technical or specialised corpus are labelled ‘techni-
cal’ whereas those in the general corpus are labelled ‘not technical’. For any 
comparison like this, there will be clear examples of lexical items which 
will occur only in the specialised corpus and not in the general corpus. For 
example, comparing a Carpentry corpus with a fiction corpus, words such 
as  insulation  and  cladding  only occur in the Carpentry corpus (Coxhead, 
Demecheleer, & McLaughlin, 2016). The second step is to look at shared 
items between both corpora. Each word is compared using a ratio depend-
ing on its frequency in either corpus. For example, Chung (2003) decided 
on a ratio of 50 occurrences in the specialised corpus to one occurrence in 
the general corpus and found that with this ratio, lexical items that were 
50 times more frequent in the specialised corpus had more than a 90% 
chance of being technical vocabulary. Chung and Nation (2003) compared 
the corpus- comparison approach with several other methods of identifying 
technical vocabulary, including technical dictionaries and using a scale (see 
the following). They found corpus comparison to be the most practical and 
effective method option for identifying technical vocabulary. 

 Gardner and Davies (2014) used corpus comparison for their Academic 
Vocabulary List (AVL), based on the 120- million- word academic subsec-
tion of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) corpus. 
This subsection of the corpus contains journal articles, newspapers and 
magazines, with journal articles constituting around two thirds of the sub- 
corpus. The sub- corpus is divided into 11 disciplines: Business and Finance, 
Education, Humanities, History, Law and Political Science, Medicine and 
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Health, Philosophy, Religion, Psychology, Science and Technology and 
Social Science. The smallest section contains 8,030,324 running words and 
the largest contains 22,777,656 running words. The AVL is explored in 
more detail in  Chapter 3 . 

  Table 2.1  shows the ten most frequent items and their relative frequencies 
from a comparative analysis of a Medical textbook corpus and a general 
English corpus from Quero’s (2015) study of Medical vocabulary in text-
books for university study. Note how much more specialised and frequently 
occurring words such as  vascular  and  viral  are in the Medical corpus rela-
tive to the general corpus.  

 Abbreviations such as  DNA  are included in the table because these lexi-
cal items are particularly prevalent in Medical texts. 

 Keyword analysis 

 Like corpus comparison, keywords are determined by looking at their fre-
quency in several corpora and using a statistical formula for comparing 
them with a norm. One way to do this is to compare the frequency of words 
in one specialised field against a general corpus. The concept of  keyness  is 
linked to the probability of a word occurring in a text. If a word has a high 
level of keyness, the occurrence is probably not by chance. The Lancaster 
University Corpus Linguistics website has a good example of the concept of 
keyness (go to www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/courses/ling/corpus/blue/l03_2.htm) 
using an analysis of Baptist Church newsletters and a general corpus. 

 Paquot’s (2010) Academic Keyword List (AKL) was developed using key-
ness, range and distribution of vocabulary in two academic written corpora 

 Table 2.1  Quero’s (2015) top ten medical words in a Medical and a general English corpus

Rank Word type Medcorpus 
frequency

Gencorpus 
frequency

Medcorpus/
Gencorpus ratio

1 vascular 2,463 2 1,231.50
2 viral 2,240 2 1,120
3 lesions 4,795 5 959
4 lesion 1,653 2 826.50
5 meningitis 1,528 2 764
6 DNA 1,952 3 650.67
7 gastrointestinal 1,853 3 617.67
8 ventricular 2,415 4 603.75
9 atrial 1,182 2 591
10 CT 1,743 3 581

http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/courses/ling/corpus/blue/103_2.htm
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(professional writing and student writing by native speakers of English). The 
study included single and multi- word items, and incorporated high frequency 
lexis. Examples from the AKL include  same, second, which, scope, require-
ment, leading, late, according, according to  and  relation to . The full AKL 
is available at www.uclouvain.be/en- 372126.html. Gilquin, Granger and 
Paquot (2007) point out the potential of learner corpora for comparative stud-
ies between writers in English with different first languages, for example, at 
different levels of proficiency, and with first language corpora (see Flowerdew, 
2014 for more examples of studies using keyword analysis in ESP). 

 A second way to use keyword analysis in specialised texts is exemplified 
in a study by Grabowski (2015), who wanted to find keywords in a corpus 
of pharmaceutical English which had four kinds of texts from the field: 
patient information leaflets, summaries of product characteristics, clinical 
trial procedures and chapters from academic textbooks. He did not use a 
general corpus, being instead interested in the keyness of lexical items in 
the four different kinds of texts in pharmacology – in other words, how 
each of these different text types is different from or the same as the oth-
ers. To help with the comparison, Grabowski (2015) decided on a mini-
mum number of occurrences for a word and used the statistical measure 
of log likelihood – a measure for comparing word frequency in corpora 
and whether lexical items occur more often in one section of a corpus than 
another (see McEnery, Xiao & Tono, 2006) to determine the probability 
of whether an occurrence of a word is by chance. Through this analysis, 
Grabowski was able to rank the four kinds of texts according to the num-
ber of keywords in them. The academic textbooks contained the highest 
number of keywords and the information leaflets for patients contained the 
least. Grabowski (2015) then provides examples of keywords linked to the 
communicative purpose of the texts in the corpus. Kwary (2011) points out 
that keyword analyses do not take multi- word units into account, stating 
that this is a drawback of such studies. 

 Issues and critiques of corpus design 

 A major issue in corpus studies is determining the size of the corpus. A 
corpus needs to be large enough to ensure that sufficient samples of spe-
cialised vocabulary occur for analysis or selection in word lists, for exam-
ple (see Nation & Sorrell, 2016). For high frequency words, corpora need 
not be very large, because the words occur often. Similarly, words which 
are closely related to a specialised field will also tend to occur quite fre-
quently. In Plumbing, for example, a very frequently used word in written 
texts is  pipe . Lower frequency words are more problematic, because they 
do not occur as often. Specialised corpora for ESP can help narrow down 
the analysis of texts and focus on specialised vocabulary in particular (see 
Krisnamurthy & Kosem, 2007; Ghadessy, Henry & Roseberry, 2001). 

http://www.uclouvain.be/en-372126.html
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 Representativeness of the corpus is an important issue in corpus- based 
research, and it has a number of elements. One question for representa-
tiveness is whether the corpus represents the kind of writing, reading or 
multi- media ‘text’ which ESP students would be exposed to. For example, 
Gardner and Davies (2016) take issue with Durrant’s (2016) study of the 
AVL in university student writing in the BAWE corpus, which suggests that 
university undergraduate student writing is representative of writing in the 
disciplines because there are many other kinds of texts which also repre-
sent academic writing in the disciplines. This is not to say that investigating 
student writing is not a valid research activity, but that larger claims need 
to be based on wider and more representative samples of language. Paquot 
(2010) focuses on keywords in student writing, arguing that learner cor-
pora shed a different light on academic vocabulary than analyses based on 
corpora of professional academic writers. 

 Another example of representativeness can be found in the Language 
in the Trades (LATTE) project (see  Chapter 8 ). The spoken corpus in 
this study includes both classroom and on- site recordings in the case 
of Carpentry. This corpus focuses on teacher talk, mostly for practical 
reasons: building sites are noisy places, multiple microphones would be 
needed across areas as big as a building site for a house and over 30 micro-
phones would be needed to capture the language use of one whole class 
out of a possible cohort of 120 students. For Automotive Engineering, 
recordings include classroom sessions where the talk changes from more 
engineering- oriented classroom talk about vehicles to a broader and 
more general chat about cars (see Parkinson & MacKay, 2016 for more 
on talk in the trades). Decisions need to be made about the purpose of 
the research and how it impacts the corpus development (see Nation, 
2016 for more on taking account of the purpose of research and corpus 
development). 

 Miller and Biber (2015) pose another question in relation to representa-
tiveness, noting that as corpora get bigger and bigger in word list studies, 
words occur with different frequency rankings and lists might contain dif-
ferent words. They posit, 

 Corpus- based vocabulary researchers have paid considerable atten-
tion to the  validity  of their lists, usually evaluated through analyses of 
their predictive power when applied to a new corpus (i.e. the percent 
coverage of words in a new corpus accounted for by the words in the 
list). But  reliability  is a prerequisite to validity, and, in general, corpus- 
based vocabulary studies have not included evaluations of reliability: 
the extent to which we would discover the same set of words, ranked in 
the same order of importance, based on analysis of another corpus that 
represents the same discourse domain. 

 (Miller and Biber, 2015, p. 33) 
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 Miller and Biber (2015) use a corpus of Psychology textbooks for univer-
sity study and experiment with techniques to produce a reliable – that is, 
replicable – subject- specific word list. This task proved particularly tricky 
to achieve, as texts in corpora can vary in size, topic and number (p. 49). 
Miller and Biber (2015) dealt with the texts of different lengths by splitting 
their corpus in half, resulting in two corpora of about 1.75 million words 
(p. 44). 

 Different approaches to classification systems in corpus development and 
analysis can pose problems for comparing results from different studies. 
Decisions need to be made on a principled basis regarding whether a par-
ticular field of enquiry fits into one area or another. Becher (1989) classifies 
academic disciplines in higher education into four dimensions: hard- pure, 
hard- applied, soft- pure and soft- applied. This classification was used for 
the BASE and BAWE corpora. Krishnamurthy and Kosem (2007) compare 
approaches to classifications of academic disciplines across several sys-
tems and research studies in corpus linguistics. Krishnamurthy and Kosem 
(2007) show that levels of classification can be very different across studies. 
Compare, for example, the four disciplines of Arts, Commerce, Law and 
Science in Coxhead (2000) and Becher’s (1989) hard- pure, hard- applied, 
soft- pure and soft- applied used in the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken 
English (MICASE)/BASE/BAWE suite of corpora (see Nesi & Gardner, 
2012), ten disciplines used by libraries to classify books drawing on the 
Dewey Decimal Classification System and 19 in a classification from the 
Higher Education Statistics Agency (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 
see www.hesa.ac.uk/jacs.htm). The purpose, scope and size of a study can 
determine the classification of a corpus; for example, the AWL (Coxhead, 
2000) study was based on divisions and fields of study at a university in 
New Zealand in 1999, with a fairly large Law school but no Engineering or 
Medical school at that stage. 

 Finally, a particularly important point about corpus analysis is made by 
Bennett (2010), who states that corpora can only give evidence of what is 
possible, rather than evidence of what is not possible. 

 Qualitative approaches to identifying specialised 
vocabulary for ESP 

 This section looks at some qualitative approaches to find out more about 
vocabulary in ESP, beginning with corpora which can be used both quanti-
tatively and qualitatively in studies on specialised vocabulary. 

 Using a corpus for qualitative analysis 

 Qualitative analyses of corpora can provide information about the 
specificity of vocabulary in corpora, for example, through consulting 

http://www.hesa.ac.uk/jacs.htm
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concordance lines to support lexical decisions in writing for legal pur-
poses (Hafner & Candlin, 2007) and consulting a corpus to check the 
meaning of technical vocabulary in context, as Coxhead and Demecheleer 
(under review) do to support the selection of the specialised vocabulary of 
Plumbing. Hyland and Tse (2007) investigated the occurrences of words 
from Coxhead’s AWL (2000) and found variations in the frequency and 
meaning of AWL items in three disciplines.  Table 2.2  shows some exam-
ples from Hyland and Tse (2007) ( consist ,  credit  and  abstract ). The sec-
ond column shows the meanings of these words and their occurrences 
in Science, Engineering and Social Science corpora. Note the meanings 
are presented in the order of the highest total occurrences overall. This 
research shows the value of comparing corpora and close analysis of the 
context and meaning of target lexical items.  

 Note that Hyland and Tse’s (2007) corpus includes both professional and 
student writers, which allows for comparison and contrast. Durrant (2014) 
also researches disciplinary differences in vocabulary in academic corpora, 
urging researchers to investigate not only professional writers but also stu-
dent writing, because the texts which learners read at university are not the 
same as the texts which they are required to write. 

 Using a scale (Chung & Nation, 2004) 

 Developing and applying a scale- based approach to identifying specialised 
vocabulary in a text is a highly principled, if time- consuming, method. 
Chung and Nation (2003) used a scale to identify the technical vocabu-
lary of an Anatomy textbook. The overall estimation was that at least one 
word in three in the Anatomy textbook was technical. In this method, the 
textbook is being used as a corpus, and lexical items are drawn out of the 
corpus analysis and then categorised according to a four- step scale. Chung 

 Table 2.2   Meanings and distribution of  consist, credit  and  abstract  across Science, Engineering 
and Social Sciences (adapted from Hyland & Tse, 2007, p. 245)

Meaning Science (%) Engineering (%) Social 
Sciences (%)

Total occur-
rences (%)

consist
(rank 41)

made up of 66 75 45 186
stay the same 34 15 55 104

credit
(rank 320)

payment 100 40 48 188
acknowledge 0 60 52 112

abstract
(rank 461)

précis/extract 76 100 13 189
theoretical 14 0 87 101
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and Nation (2003) outline the four steps in the scale that range from no 
connection to the field of Anatomy to words that only occur in that field 
and/or are unlikely to be known outside that field (see  Table 2.3 ).  

 The researchers found that the majority of the technical vocabulary in 
the Anatomy textbooks was at step 4 of the scale (64.4%), meaning it was 
specific to the field and would be virtually unknown to people outside 
that field. A further 35.6% was at step 3, meaning it was closely related to 
Anatomy but could also occur in general English and in other fields. 

 Chung and Nation (2003) used the same scale approach on an Applied 
Linguistics textbook and found that approximately 20% of the lexis was 
technical. This means that two words in ten in a line of text are technical. 
This finding means that the Applied Linguistics textbook is more acces-
sible than the Anatomy textbook. Around 88% of the Applied Linguistics 
technical vocabulary occurred in step 3, while only 11.6% was at step 4 of 
the scale (vocabulary unique to that subject area). This study is important 
because it shows that the amount of technical vocabulary can vary from 
subject to subject (in this case, from one word in three in Anatomy to one 

 Table 2.3  Steps in the Chung and Nation (2003, p. 105) scale for Anatomy vocabulary

Step in the scale Definition Examples

Step 1 Words such as function words 
that have a meaning that has no 
particular relationship with the 
field of Anatomy. 

the, is, between, it, by, 12, 
adjacent, amounts, common, 
commonly, directly, constantly, 
early, especially

Step 2 Words that have a meaning that is 
minimally related to the field of 
Anatomy in that they describe the 
positions, movements or features 
of the body. 

superior, part, forms, pairs, 
structures, surrounds, supports, 
associated, lodges, protects

Step 3 Words that have a meaning that is 
closely related to the field of 
Anatomy but are also used in 
general language, or may occur 
with the same meaning in other 
fields and not be technical terms 
in those fields.

chest, trunk, neck, abdomen, ribs, 
breast, cage, cavity, shoulder, 
girdle, skin, muscles, wall, heart, 
lungs, organs, liver, bony, 
abdominal, breathing

Step 4 Words that have a meaning 
specific to the field of Anatomy 
and are not likely to be known in 
general language. They refer to 
structures and functions of the 
body. These words have clear 
restrictions of usage depending 
on the subject field. 

thorax, sternum, costal, vertebrae, 
pectoral, fascia, trachea, 
mammary, periosteum, 
hematopoietic, pectoralis, viscera, 
intervertebral, demifacets, pedicle
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word in four in Applied Linguistics) and that there can be high levels of 
sharing between general English and other fields in areas such as Applied 
Linguistics and much less in areas such as Anatomy. 

 Categorising words, using a scale as in Chung and Nation’s (2004) study, 
may seem relatively straightforward, but it demands a great deal of time, 
skill, specialised knowledge of a field and decision making. A scale like this 
can be adapted so that teachers and students can decide which words they 
need to focus on in class or independent learning and why (see Coxhead, 
2014a). Schmitt (2010) points out that perhaps the third and fourth steps 
in the scale are quite closely related. Any subjective method such as using 
a scale needs results to be checked by another rater – a process outlined 
clearly by Chung and Nation (2003). 

 Using a technical dictionary 

 Technical dictionaries are available widely in a range of fields. Chung 
and Nation (2004) report on using dictionaries to help identify technical 
vocabulary. They found that this approach was quite straightforward in 
that the dictionaries had already been developed using decisions about what 
was technical and what was not. That said, the researchers also found that 
many decisions still needed to be made about whether a lexical item was 
technical or not, because of features of the dictionaries themselves. These 
features included the size of the dictionaries, whether a headword in a dic-
tionary was in the main or sub- entries and whether word families or single 
words were to be included in the definitions. Chung and Nation (2004) 
report that this method of identifying technical vocabulary was about 80% 
accurate. Not all professional or academic fields have technical dictionar-
ies, and it is important to find out as much as possible about how a dic-
tionary was compiled and how principles for identification were decided 
on before embarking on a time- consuming analysis of technical vocabulary 
using this method. Consulting technical dictionaries was an important part 
of the checking process of developing trades- based vocabulary lists outlined 
in Coxhead et al. (2016). In this case, the researchers were not experts in 
the content area, in this case Carpentry, and they used dictionaries as well 
as corpora and experts to support decision making (see  Chapter 8  for more 
on trades- based vocabulary research). 

 Consulting an expert 

 Asking an expert to comment on the technical vocabulary of his or her 
field is an interesting method of identifying this lexis. It may seem to be a 
direct and helpful method, because these people are well placed to comment 
and provide guidance. Schmitt (2010) notes that experts might disagree 
on whether a word is technical or not, because they may have different 
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levels or areas of expert knowledge within a field. Compare, for example, 
Engineering as a field of expertise. Water, roading and automotive engi-
neers have vastly different areas of expertise. Schmitt (2010) also makes 
the point that experts may not approach the task of identifying technical 
vocabulary in the same way. This point became very clear in a study which 
involved expert opinions on technical words in Carpentry (Coxhead et al., 
2016) and in Plumbing (Coxhead & Demecheleer, under review). One set 
of experts agreed to a high level of technical words in their trade, while 
the other experts disagreed wholeheartedly, despite having been given the 
same instructions for identifying specialised vocabulary. Deciding on the 
technicality of ESP vocabulary can be quite difficult to do, and answers 
are likely to vary depending on whether the expert is considering the needs 
and knowledge of learners who are starting their studies or are part way 
through, whether the experts themselves actually used the technical words 
and whether they thought trainee plumbers would know the words already 
(Coxhead & Demecheleer, under review).  Chapter 4  discusses several 
studies into formulaic language or multi- word units which have called on 
experts in language, including teachers, in developing word lists for learners 
(see Simpson- Vlach & Ellis, 2010, for example). 

 Surveys, interviews and questionnaires 

 Surveys can be a useful approach to gathering perspectives on specialised 
vocabulary. Coxhead (2011a, 2012a) developed an online survey to find 
out more about teachers’ perspectives on subject- specific or specialised 
vocabulary in New Zealand secondary schools. The survey focused on the 
teaching of specialised vocabulary, including questions on ways that teach-
ers identified this vocabulary, introduced and consolidated their students’ 
understanding of this lexis and resources and hands- on activities they used 
in class for learning this vocabulary. The teachers reported being guided by 
the questions and feedback from their learners when making decisions on 
what vocabulary to focus on in class (Coxhead, 2011a) (see  Chapter 5  for 
more on this study and vocabulary in secondary school contexts). 

 Peters and Fernández (2013) conducted interviews with Spanish students 
studying Architecture to find out more about the vocabulary these students 
focused on and the resources they used in their study of this vocabulary. 
The students in this study reported that they tended to look up technical 
words (such as  gutter ,  façade  and  rubble ) in technical dictionaries and that 
they also had problems learning words that would be considered general 
or scientific vocabulary, such as  framework ,  sustainability  and  consump-
tion . The learners reported that these words caused them more difficulty 
than the more technical words. The LATTE project also used interviews 
with tutors and students to investigate specialised vocabulary (see Coxhead 
et al., 2016; Coxhead et. al., under review; and  Chapter 8 ). Interviews can 
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be time consuming for participants and researchers, but they do allow for 
in- depth discussion, and checking of concepts and interpretations. 

 Questionnaires were developed in the LATTE project to find out more 
about the linguistic demands of students’ studies. One question in particular 
focused on what students considered to be specialised vocabulary (Coxhead 
et al., 2016). This question asked, What kinds of words do you need to 
know to study Carpentry? The student responses were compared to a peda-
gogical word list developed from a written corpus of carpentry, and there 
was a large overlap between items in the student responses and items in the 
specialised word list. These overlapping items included  Dwangs ,  frames, 
galvanised (nails), bevel back, weather boards, cavity, Hardies, claddings, 
partitions, eliminate, isolate  and  minimise  (see  Chapter 8  for more on 
vocabulary in the trades). 

 Classroom- based approaches 

 There is a range of different ways in which technical vocabulary for ESP could 
be identified using classroom- based approaches. Case study analyses of teach-
ers and learner decision making (Coxhead, 2007, 2011a, 2012b) illustrate one 
such approach. An analysis of learners’ written texts, reading texts and fol-
low- up interviews with learners and teachers in a study by Coxhead (2011b) 
found that university EAP students had strong views on whether a word was 
worth learning and using in their writing. Students made decisions on aca-
demic vocabulary depending on factors such as: the connection between the 
target word and the topic of the text; the strength of knowledge of that word; 
whether university lecturers might appreciate and give good grades for using 
technical words well; confidence, risk taking and self-belief; and whether a 
particular word fitted the context and purpose of the writing. Personal beliefs 
on which words to learn and why in an academic setting were important. 

 Teachers draw on their experience in the classroom to help decide how to 
select vocabulary to focus on with their learners (Coxhead, 2011a). In the 
quote that follows, an English Literature teacher sums up her approach to 
deciding which words to focus on, 

 Some words are words that every year students seem to struggle with, 
some are critical to understanding the main idea in the text, some are 
relevant to language features being identifi ed and, most importantly, 
some are key English terms that students must be familiar with in 
assessment conditions. 

 Glossaries in textbooks can be a source of specialised vocabulary for teach-
ers. In highly collaborative contexts, colleagues and heads of departments 
may decide which specialised words should be the focus of attention in class 
(Coxhead, 2011a). 
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 Observations of teachers and learners in class can shed light on how spe-
cialised vocabulary is treated in classrooms. Basturkmen and Shackleford 
(2015) observed, recorded and transcribed eight hours of first- year accoun-
tancy lectures at a university in New Zealand. The researchers focused on 
language- related episodes (LREs) and found that the lecturer initiated more 
LREs than the students in the accountancy lectures. A total of 76 out of 164 
(46%) episodes focused on vocabulary – the highest proportion of LREs in 
the data set. Lecturers tended to be more pre- emptive in their LREs than 
reactive – thinking ahead to what might be problematic for their learners 
in terms of vocabulary. Folse (2010) observed a group of upper intermedi-
ate students in a pre- university intensive English program in the USA and 
looked for episodes of explicit vocabulary focus. He found that there were 
nearly five vocabulary- focused episodes per class meeting, which added up to 
around 24 vocabulary- focused episodes per day. In his analysis, Folse (2010) 
found that that this fairly small number of lexical episodes were not very rich. 
They tended to be carried out in speech without much visual support, such 
as writing up a word on the classroom board. Ardasheva and Tretter (2017) 
used interviews and observations in their study of science- specific vocabulary 
in secondary schools to shed light on their study of lexis in a Physics text-
book (see  Chapter 5  for more on this research). Such studies using qualitative 
methods are invaluable because they can shed light on actual instances of 
specialised vocabulary in use by both learners and teachers. 

 Annotations and glossaries 

 Two early pieces of research into academic lexis, Lynn (1973) and Ghadessy 
(1979), analysed annotations in students’ textbooks and readings as a guide 
for selecting items for their word lists, on the grounds that learners clearly 
either had difficulty with these items or considered them important. The 
reasons a student might choose to annotate one word and not another 
could vary considerably. Perhaps the simplest way of identifying discipline- 
specific vocabulary is to be guided by vocabulary- related support in class-
room textbooks and readings. Glossaries with specialised vocabulary can 
appear in margins, appendixes or as part of the frontispiece of a book. In- 
text definitions are sometimes used for specialised vocabulary. Chung and 
Nation (2004) discuss using definitions and other clues in an Anatomy text-
book (see the aforementioned) to identify the technical vocabulary. Here is 
a university Biology textbook example with the target word  plasticity  and 
the definition which immediately follows it. Note also that  fanwort  has its 
Latin name in parentheses (cited in Coxhead, 2017a): 

  Whatever else the fanwort (Cabomba caroliniana) may be, it is a strik-
ing example of plasticity – an organism’s ability to alter or “mold” itself 
in response to local environmental conditions.  
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 In electronic versions of texts, these specialised lexical items could be hyper-
linked to a dictionary. Other support for specialised vocabulary in text-
books might also provide images such as pictures or graphics to demonstrate 
a specialised term. Chung and Nation (2004) note that while these in- text 
clues for the reader might give helpful information about the technical 
terms in the text, these clues are not the most useful way of building a full 
list of specialised vocabulary (Chung & Nation, 2004). They reported that 
this technique was the least accurate of the approaches to identifying tech-
nical vocabulary that they analysed, because many technical words in the 
texts were not defined in the text. 

 Using multiple measures to identify specialised 
vocabulary 

 Kwary (2011) proposes a hybrid approach to identifying specialised vocab-
ulary using three methods. The first step is keyword analysis using cor-
pora, chosen because it creates quickly an automatic list of possible target 
items. The next step involves systematic classifications using the keywords 
to help identify multi- word units in the corpus. This step is based on lexi-
cographical methods for developing technical dictionaries, and includes 
subject- field classification, either using a library- based system or by exam-
ining specialised texts in the field and can include consultation with subject 
specialists. The third step involves text analysis to investigate aspects of 
texts such as abbreviations and symbols which have technical meanings in 
context. 

 In a search to find a statistical method to identify specialised vocabulary, 
Chujo and Utiyama (2006) used a section of the British National Corpus 
(BNC) of Commerce and Finance texts. This corpus of over seven million 
running words was analysed using seven different statistical measures as 
Chujo and Utiyama (2006) extracted vocabulary relating to beginner, inter-
mediate and advanced learners. Examples at each of these levels can be seen 
in  Table 2.4 , along with the method of extraction.  

 Table 2.4  Levels, methods and examples from Chujo and Utiyama (2006, pp. 261–262)

Level Method Examples of specialised 
business vocabulary

Beginner Cosine and complimentary similarity 
measure

market, price, account, share

Intermediate Log-likelihood, chi-square test, and chi-
square test with Yate’s correction

dividend, exchange, capital, 
credit, payment, stock

Advanced Mutual information and McNemar’s test asset, shareholder, liquidity, 
fiduciary, volatility
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 Chujo and Utiyama (2006) note that the methods used for beginner level 
extractions brought to surface high frequency words, including quite a 
high proportion of function words. The average frequency of the words at 
beginner, intermediate and advanced levels dropped sharply from 58,517 
as the average frequency for the Cosine method (beginner) to 134 for the 
McNemar method (advanced). The length of the words increased from 
beginner to advanced, as can be seen in  Table 2.4 . The top- 500 items from 
each type of analysis were then investigated to find out more about their 
occurrences in the BNC frequency lists (Nation, 2006) and textbooks, as 
well as analysing their word length and use in a native speaker corpus. 

 Conclusion 

 This chapter has presented a range of options for identifying and clas-
sifying specialised vocabulary for ESP by drawing on the methodologies 
of researchers from different studies. In some cases, one method only is 
used – for example, a corpus- based study of vocabulary used by univer-
sity students across disciplines (Durrant, 2016). In other cases, several types 
of data are used to identify vocabulary for specific purposes, for example, 
expert opinions, corpus research and interview data, as in the Carpentry 
study by Coxhead et al. (2016). 

 New approaches to identifying specialised vocabulary for ESP will emerge 
as this field of research gains ground and matures. We have already seen 
how corpus linguistics has made enormous changes in analysing spoken 
and written texts for technical vocabulary. Some disciplines and fields have 
been much more extensively explored than others; consider the amount 
of research on Aviation and Medicine or the amount of university- based 
research in comparison with secondary or primary- school- based research. 
Identifying and categorising vocabulary are important steps for research 
activities such as developing word lists and teaching and learning materials 
for specific purposes. An issue remains as to whether the technical vocabu-
lary constitutes all the words which are closely related to a subject or only 
those that are unique to the subject area. The next chapter focuses on word 
lists in particular. 
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Digital and online approaches to 
language teacher education

Thom Kiddle and Tony Prince

Introduction

Digital technology has a long history in language learning and teaching, and in language teacher 
education. In this chapter we address the challenges and opportunities that digital technology 
presents to teacher educators, exploring options available through online and blended provision, 
outlining decisions taken by providers to meet these challenges. After providing a brief historical 
perspective, we will consider variables such as time and timing; interaction; design and structure; 
pathways, platforms and tools; and assessment in evaluating providers’ approaches to language 
teacher training and development.

From distance to online: a brief historical overview

We can trace the roots of much current practice in online and blended educational models 
to such early innovators as the Programmed Logic for Automated Teaching Operations at the 
University of Illinois, launched in 1960, with its forums, instant messaging, chatrooms, remote 
screen-sharing and online assessment (Wooley, 1994). The line continues through the Open 
University’s move away from correspondence courses towards online courses in the late 80s and 
early forays by other universities into online Masters programmes. This includes teacher train-
ing providers reaching larger international teaching communities and individuals with online 
teaching qualifications, such as the Distance Delta from International House London. Organi-
sations such as The Consultants-E, with fully online teacher training programmes launched in 
the early 2000s, moved the concept forward, and the rise in the mid-2000s of online teacher 
training websites and platforms (see, for example, Teacher Training Videos, and LessonStream) 
brought individual providers into the mix. The introduction of Massive Open Online Courses 
through pioneers at the University of Manitoba, and the famous ‘Introduction to Artificial Intel-
ligence’ from Sebastian Thrun and Peter Norvig at Stanford (Ng & Widdon, 2014), led to rapid 
interest and growth and new players such as the OU’s own FutureLearn, EdX, and Coursera, 
and MOOCs for language teachers and learners developed by Cambridge English and Brit-
ish Council among others. The launch of the Association for Quality Education and Training 
Online (AQUEDUTO) in 2014, the first quality assurance organisation specifically focused on 
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the provision of online language teacher education further signalled the importance of online 
and blended delivery’s presence, and its potential in the field with which this handbook con-
cerns itself.

Alongside the omnipresence of digital technology in twenty-first-century life, there are spe-
cific pressures and opportunities which have led to online and blended approaches to language 
teacher education – in some cases to supplement, and in others to replace – traditional face-to-
face classroom-based teacher training and teacher development activities.

One of these pressures has its roots in the wider educational context. Given that the inter-
national education community has pledged to achieve universal education by 2030 (which 
UNESCO estimates will involve recruiting 68.8 million teachers), it will be difficult to deliver 
the required number of teacher education programmes relying solely on traditional approaches.

Other relevant factors behind the drive for expanded provision include:

• The calls for reform prompted by international education comparisons such as the Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in International Maths 
and Science Study (TIMMS);

• The changes in views of effective learning and teaching prompted by evidence based 
research (e.g. Yates & Hattie, 2013; Marzano et al., 2001);

• The development of educational tools (e.g. CAMTASIA, PowerPoint) or platforms (e.g. 
Blackboard, Moodle, Edmodo), and platforms co-opted for educational use (e.g. Facebook, 
SecondLife, Twitter).

Looking directly at language teacher education, we should add related factors such as:

• The rise in English as a Medium of Instruction in universities worldwide, bilingual schools 
curricula, and early-start English initiatives coupled with national bilingual and plurilingual 
policy drives;

• Frameworks in language teacher education such as those from Eaquals, the British Council 
and Cambridge University Press, which have heightened awareness of developmental path-
ways within a language teaching career;

• Interest in online and blended learning of languages (for example, Flipped Classroom mod-
els which move ‘language input presentations’ and controlled practice onto a pre-lesson, 
online, self-access platform).

Each of these exerts different forces on governments, education bodies, and institutions, such 
that they are not just concerned about training new teachers but retraining and developing 
existing ones. However, in many of these contexts, resources for teacher training are scarce. The 
capacity of these organisations to provide the specific focus, quality, breadth and depth of train-
ing needed is limited by cost, time, access to trainers and materials, among other factors.

Having outlined the demands driving alternative models of teacher education, we move on 
to look at a range of specific decisions facing teacher education providers, and how digital and 
online responses complement or contrast with face-to-face models.

Time and timing

The first factor is the staging of input and interaction within the training approach. From pre-
service through to PGCEs and degrees programmes, input and interaction tend to be time-
tabled and fixed. It is a similar story with in-service face-to-face teacher development – from 
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INSETT sessions through to Diplomas and Masters-level qualifications. Online and blended 
delivery models upend this rigidity, making input available not only on demand, but also avail-
able to be revisited, reviewed and recycled. For a related discussion, see the options outlined by 
Dudeney et al. (2013: 317–327) on integrating digital activities into the curriculum. Likewise, 
interaction patterns between peers take on a new character in the online space, with syn-
chronous and asynchronous collaboration a core principle in online teacher education course 
design.

Second, we must consider reflection and response time. Face-to-face models typically base 
response to input within a timetabled session. Online and blended models allow for consideration 
of input and contextualised reflection (often based on implementation or experimentation). Par-
ticipants can carefully construct responses often with the benefit of further reading and research. 
See, for example, the reflections on E-portfolio based learning from Hughes (in Sharpe et al., 
2010: 199–211). This latter point we consider particularly important for the lower-language-
proficiency teacher, who, when studying in the online context, has the time to formulate and 
proof their contributions.

A third consideration is time management. This is perhaps a blessing and a curse for the 
online and blended context. In our experience, an online/blended can offer significant benefits 
in terms of making studies fit around other professional and personal demands. However, the 
teacher educator must be aware that for those who struggle with time-management or are less 
committed, the online mode can provide the opportunity to ‘disappear’, thus creating more 
work for the trainer to chase and chivvy through messaging or mailing. Another commonly-
heard complaint from participants in online teacher education programmes is ‘It took longer 
than you said it would!’, and this reflects the fact that by their very nature, web-based activities 
can lead to deeper and deeper expeditions ‘down the rabbit hole’ (see the recommendations 
from Salmon (2004: 210)).

Interaction

Interaction among peers and the tutor(s) in a teacher education context is an area in which the 
affordances of digital technology have added numerous options. Other chapters in this hand-
book discuss interaction in a face-to-face setting, and so we would like to focus on the flexibility 
which the online space offers.

The primary area of flexibility lies in multi-modality; in the choice afforded by interacting 
through voice, video, text, and image, and the consequent opportunities for personalisation and 
contextualised appropriacy. Tools such as the Talkpoint activity (see below), allow participants to 
respond to content through webcam, microphone or text. In contexts such as the Middle East, 
this can be significant in terms of allowing culturally/contextually appropriate interaction with 
course colleagues and tutors.

The area of contextualisation is also crucial here. For online and blended programmes where 
participants are contributing from their own professional context (rather than travelling to 
attend an intensive training/development event), the sharing of one’s own situational reality, 
whether through video of the setting, images of teaching spaces, or voices from colleagues at 
one’s own institution, adds a dimension often unattainable in a face-to-face setting.

Examples below demonstrate the further possibilities of a mix between synchronous and 
asynchronous interaction, but suffice to say here that the balance of live interaction with col-
leagues and tutors combined with considered, cumulative contributions across time, what 
Hockly and Clandfield (2010: 27–30) call ‘liveware’, is a valuable addition to all online teacher 
education programmes we have seen.
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Design and structure

It is our contention that the online space has (r)evolutionised the design principles inherent 
in a previously linear approach, and allowed for participant-led navigation across content. The 
challenge lies with the provider to ensure that the varied pathways which may result, cover 
learning objectives. This may mean that multiple contextual instances, e.g. teaching at primary 
and secondary, are simultaneously available, and that the engagement with each one of those is 
determined by the participant (though necessarily tracked by the provider).

Multimodality not only applies to content delivery and interaction models, but also to assess-
ment options and affordances for differentiation. Being able to review and consider participant 
responses, a tutor can personalise interventions more easily and effectively than when all partici-
pants are present in a face-to-face model.

Of course, all of these above claims are dependent not only on course design, but also the 
competence and awareness of the tutor. As the routes through the content (and the amount 
of content available), increase, so there is an increased need for guidance and support. Also, for 
principled decisions on issues such as anonymity, and ‘lurking’ (alternately known as ‘legitimate 
peripheral participation’): the question of whether processing of content without active par-
ticipation can count as engagement within an assessed programme. These are reasons behind 
a potential conflict between ‘untutored’ online models such as Massive Open Online Courses, 
and the level of quality assurance implied by frameworks like AQUEDUTO’s, which have tutor 
competence in providing support as a key theme.

A final consideration for course design is the thorny issue of observed teaching practice. This 
has provoked the most scepticism in acceptance of online teacher education initiatives, most 
notably in pre-service settings. Currently, for example, the Online CELTA offered by Cam-
bridge English still insists on assessed teaching practice being observed by a live assessor in the 
classroom. Defenders of the face-to-face setting claim that what can effectively be captured by 
video in a teaching practice activity is minimal compared to what we can reasonably expect a 
present observer to evaluate. For us, the jury should take time to consider their verdict on this. 
As will be explained below, this aspect of online teacher education is in its infancy, and is at the 
sharp end of issues of validity, reliability and practicality. Pilots and projects are underway, and 
it may well be an area in which digital technology needs to catch up with expectations before 
anything close to fully embracing the potential is possible.

In order to elucidate the above points, it will be most effective to look at the affordances 
of the online and blended setting, and illustrate the options and the decisions implied in the 
approaches that online teacher education providers have taken.

Pathways: adaptive learning; choice of content; timing; 
specialisation; deeper reading

Face to face, one of the main concerns of teachers is how to structure the content and the les-
son, to support students’ understanding and scaffold their progression. Those developing and 
delivering online courses have similar concerns. But as we shall see in this section, the oppor-
tunities provided by the online environment create significant tensions. As research into choice 
(Schwartz, 2004) has shown, while we may believe that more choice represents more freedom 
and personalisation, it often results in more frustration and confusion. The distance of online 
learning can magnify these issues, as the tutor is not immediately available to recognise or resolve 
them. Thus one of the main tensions of developing and delivering online courses is the extent to 
which we take advantage of the opportunity that online has to increase choice: through adaptive 
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learning, choice of what and when to study, through the depth and breadth of resources pro-
vided. Many of the resources discussed here are numbered and presented for easy reference in a 
table at the end of the chapter.

For many teachers the simplest, and cheapest option for continuing online education is the 
free resources available online. These may come through the news and opinions offered by cor-
porate sites (e.g. edsurge.com) or via individuals (e.g. learningspy.co.uk). They may come via the 
curation of images and information provided by others (e.g. pinterest.co.uk). They may come 
through resources created by others, as information for lessons (e.g. TEDed.com) or as lessons 
in themselves (e.g. Veritasium1). As can be seen from this list, the opportunities for learning are 
significant. But, this opportunity is part of the problem. Not only is it difficult to know what to 
choose, but it is also hard to identify where to go after you have made the initial choice. Linking 
these resources into a pathway that leads to a clear learning goal requires time and knowledge.

The main advantage of an online course for many teachers is the structure it offers. At its 
simplest, an online ‘course’ may be a series of hyperlinks, connecting resources that exist online, 
perhaps with some introductory or explanatory text. Bloggers (e.g. gregashmanwordpress.com) 
and institutional or corporate sites may provide such a service, linking to previous posts and 
resources. On YouTube, vloggers have taken this a step further, providing series of lessons as a 
course (e.g. crashcourse2). TEDed even provides activities to do while watching the videos, to 
increase engagement and learning. Yet very few of these sites offer what might be recognised 
as courses leading to continuing professional development. Part of the reason for this is the dif-
ficulty that comes when deciding on how to construct the pathway through the material.

From the perspective of the participant, at each branch – with each alternative – we run the 
risk of dividing the community, diluting the knowledge and experience to be shared, reducing 
the opportunity for interaction. A simple link to a series of articles that would deepen under-
standing, or allow individuals to explore specific interests, can lead to some participants feeling 
that they are struggling with the content (due to the unfamiliarity with the topics) or are lag-
ging behind others (due to the difficulty they have in commenting on the texts). It is possible 
to reduce some of this tension by allowing the tutor more autonomy over what to link to and 
when, but this increases the need for tutor involvement and knowledge of the content. In gen-
eral, when thinking about how we construct pathways through courses we have to consider if 
the gain to the individual from choice outweighs the gain to the community from cohesion. In 
general, as the former increases so the latter will reduce (Salmon, 2013).

One method of reducing this issue is to require the results of all choice to funnel into one 
product, in one place. For example a forum can be created on a core topic (e.g. Motivation). 
A variety of links to the topic may be provided, but all participants are required to post their 
findings into the forum, and perhaps to comment on the postings of others who have explored 
different topics. Similarly, a wiki might act as a repository for the findings of research conducted 
by participants into different areas (from different links), either as a collaborative exercise, or as 
information for those who may be interested in, but not intent on this topic. Embedding these 
tools into courses has been made relatively easy by paid-for services such as Blackboard, and 
opensource platforms such as Moodle and BuddyPress (a plugin for wordpress sites). Exam-
ples of CPD courses built using these tools abound: using Blackboard to link institutions in a 
global partnership (e.g. Laureate international Universities3), using Moodle to provide a range of 
courses to global participants (e.g. NILE Online4), and using BuddyPress to provide a course to 
participants from around the world (e.g. Learning Technologies in EAP5).

One problem encountered when creating an online course is that as we add options we also 
increase the complexity of navigation. It can be difficult for participants to keep track of where 
they are, even as they progress through a linear series of activities online. Designers must bear 
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in mind the need for tools to let the participant track their progress. Some online courses (e.g. 
at Futurelearn.com6 or ELTjam.academy7) have eschewed both depth and breadth in favour 
of a flat single page hierarchy, with no link leading further than one task away from the main 
page. This allows participants to see very clearly where they last left the course. The more often 
participants enter and leave the course, or the longer between visits to the course – perhaps as 
a result of trying to fit it into other responsibilities – the more important consideration of such 
navigational concerns becomes.

Finally, as we increase depth of content, so we place more pressure on the participant to man-
age their time. The participant must be aware that the further they travel away from the main 
path, the faster they have to work in order to keep up with the other participants. Each resource 
takes time to consider, let alone consume or contemplate, and it should be remembered that a 
major attraction of online learning is fitting it in around other responsibilities (England, 2012).

Thus far we have talked of design decisions as they affect the participant, but each choice 
has an impact on the tutor and the team supporting the course. Breadth and depth of content 
provided requires equivalent knowledge and experience on the part of the tutor, especially with 
regard to weaving comments into each other and waving participants to comments that may 
be of interest or use to each other. In weaving and waving, the tutor is drawing connections 
between points participants have made. This may be to highlight similarities of topics being 
discussed, of priorities expressed, of difficulties and issues faced across a range of participant 
contexts. It may also be to contrast points of view, to distinguish between solutions provided or 
options chosen. This not only has the intended outcome of strengthening group cohesion but 
extending what they are learning from each other, and from the course through revising and 
revisiting the topics, reflecting with new perspectives.

That said, if participants struggle to manage their time and become frustrated with the wealth 
of choice, it frequently becomes the responsibility of the tutor to help them back on track and 
to monitor their progress. More time spent keeping track of students may result in less time 
available for interaction. Thus, it is critical for those designing the courses to consider carefully 
the structure they use and options they provide. A significant number of those involved in online 
courses believe that teaching online takes longer than face-to-face (Allen & Seaman, 2013). It is 
important that this perception does not put tutors off the online experience.

Face-to-face courses in which participants have access to reliable online connections are 
increasingly blending their provision to include online components in different ways. One such 
option involves participants interacting in person in small groups, while keeping track of the activ-
ities of others in the larger group through online tools (Stein & Graham, 2014). Blended courses 
may also make use of techniques which seek to ‘flip the classroom’, placing emphasis on the time 
in class as opportunities for tutor support (e.g. clarification, differentiation) and for peer collabora-
tion, rather than for tutor transmission of content (Talbert, 2017). For instance, it may be effective 
for participants to study online for three or four weeks, before coming together face-to-face for 
more hands-on or tutor interactive activities. Conversely, course design can front-load the face-to-
face elements (e.g. where participants may need much more tutor support than is realistic online).

Discussion: fora, talkpoint, webinars

As Hammadou and Bernhardt (1987) note, ‘In foreign language teaching the content and the 
process of learning are the same. In other words, in foreign language teaching, the medium is 
the message.’ In this regard, online education has a number of benefits which those developing 
and delivering courses should be aware of. When study is asynchronous, it can benefit those 
who struggle to understand or to communicate. With activities which culminate in text-based 
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forums, participants can make use of translation software and dictionaries (e.g. through curation 
sites such as Onelook8). They can consult more general sources of information on the topic (e.g. 
Wikipedia) or education related sites (e.g. The A-Z of ELT9 or University English for Academic 
Purposes10). They can take their time to replay videos, to reread texts or comments in fora. When 
posting their responses, they have time to consider what to say and how to say it. These benefits 
accrue without participants needing to admit to language difficulties, or to feel that they are 
taking too long to respond (as may be the case face-to-face). In this way, those who may have 
struggled to join the community of discourse can more easily engage in discussion.

A second advantage of learning online is the variety of modes of communication afforded. 
An example of this can be seen in one of the main tools for enabling synchronous learning and 
teaching: the webinar. This allows students to be present in the same space – e.g. through Adobe 
Connect,11 Zoom12 or Skype – but in different ways. Participants can contribute by text only – 
giving them many of the advantages indicated in the previous paragraph. Similarly, limiting 
their contributions to audio can allow participants to ignore concerns about how they look, or 
interpreting the expressions of others, and focus on their words. At the same time, those who 
feel confident in their ability to understand and respond can use the video tools. Each of these 
choices can be made without anyone having to acknowledge the reasons for them.

It should be noted that such variety of tools available in webinars is not without its problems. 
As Hockly (2012) discusses, a great webinar requires the tutor to consider five ingredients: plan-
ning, engagement, interaction, variety and tech check. Each must be considered carefully if the 
tutor is to play to the advantages of the webinar. One example of this is in how students contrib-
ute to a discussion. By allowing participants to limit themselves to audio or text a tutor can give 
participants time to think and prepare. Thus, while some participants are interacting via video/
audio, the more hesitant or linguistically concerned participant can participate via text. To make 
best use of these different modes, the teacher needs to structure opportunities for interaction 
differently, making it clear that those texting do not have to wait for their turn, and giving those 
on audio only (and therefore not so visible) the means of attracting or asking for attention (e.g. 
through text, by emoji). The tutor also needs to be conscious of waving and weaving between 
comments in a synchronous webinar, just as in an asynchronous discussion.

While the tools and techniques discussed above can be very effective in helping overcome 
some of the language issues in language teacher education, this is not their only, or even main 
role. In their review, tracking ten years of online courses in the USA, Allen and Seaman (2013) 
cite three main causes for high attrition rates: underestimating the amount of time needed, 
feelings of isolation, and lacking sufficient discipline to persist. Course designers can overcome 
many of these problems through the careful placement of activities requiring collaboration, or 
tools which facilitate communication between participants or with the tutor. One simple rule 
of thumb might be to offer more choice later in an activity or unit, rather than earlier, so that 
participants have more chance of staying on track and on time. Isolation may stem from feeling 
that you are the only one working on an activity, which may be more likely the more options 
are offered. Equally, regular ‘funnel points’ may be useful in an activity or unit, to bring partici-
pants together and allow them to discuss their reflections or reservations. Seeing or hearing what 
other people are doing, and having them comment on what you have done or thought can be 
a powerful incentive to continue. As such, a weekly webinar can be a powerful tool for group 
cohesion and individual motivation. Similarly, the placement of a forum at the end of a sequence 
of input or research can allow the participants to learn from each other, and to derive the benefit 
from having your ideas heard and acknowledged.

In this way then, online learning allows designers of courses to create a great deal of oppor-
tunity for interaction between participants. One crucial factor is the tutor’s understanding of its 
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intent, and of their own role in the course. For example, while a forum can provide an oppor-
tunity for participants to interact, it can also leave tutors feeling that they have to comment 
on each post. This can result in much of the interaction being between tutor and individual 
participants. One solution to this can be to train tutors in the ‘waving and weaving’ approach 
outlined in the previous section. Another, equally useful type of tutor interaction with partici-
pants is what we have termed ‘Feeding, Seeding and Harvesting’ on the NILE courses. In ‘Feed-
ing’ the tutor is trying to develop ideas and interactions rather than responding to posts. One 
key technique for this is to pose questions, rather than make comments. These questions might 
be offered with regard to the posts of other participants (incorporating ‘weaving and waving’). 
Alternately, ‘Feeding’ might involve ‘Seeding’, through a response based around a quote which 
challenges or contrasts with what the participant has said. The idea of ‘Seeding’ is to offer some-
thing more for the participant to consider. One of the benefits is that this can take the form of 
links to other resources – either in the course or outside of it. One further benefit of online (for 
the tutor) is that a bank of such links or resources can be built up over iterations of courses, so 
that the tutor can deploy them relatively quickly and easily. For the participant the ‘seed’ is no 
less useful for it having been used with others, or having been quickly found by the tutor. In the 
final type of tutor interaction – ‘Harvesting’ – the tutor is trying a) to provide the participants 
with a record of the key topics they have covered in a unit; b) to remind them of the points that 
they or others may have made; and c) to get them to reflect on both of these, further deepen-
ing the learning. The specific points made by participants are a key aspect of the summary and 
must be gathered from the tutor as they work through the unit, but these can be worked into 
a template of the unit topics and a style which encourages reflection that the tutor has built up 
over time. We have found that the tutor summary can offer a very important perspective and can 
model good practice. Participants may not keep track of what they have done simply because 
they do not know what ‘good’ practice looks like, or why it is good for them.

Use of video

In the early days of the internet, bandwidth speeds were such that text was the only content 
that could realistically be shared. Compression techniques, distribution methods and bandwidth 
increases have made video a realistic content option in many contexts. But if, as Anderson 
and Dron (2011) suggest, ‘technology sets the beat and creates the music, while the pedagogy 
defines the moves’ then we need to take care not only that the music can be heard (i.e. that the 
infrastructure is suitable) but that the music doesn’t drown out or dominate the intention of the 
teacher or course designer. In the following section we will look at a number of key features 
of video in online learning: its efficacy in filling gaps in knowledge of technology that partici-
pants may have; its facility in generating and supporting group cohesion; its utility for course 
developers in managing time needed for input and for designers in creating input from every-
day trainer/trainee output; its ability to bring the classroom into the online course and thereby 
reduce the distance between theory and practice, between the trainer supporting learning in the 
course and the participants learning in their classrooms.

One of the early stumbling blocks for many wanting to start learning online is their famili-
arity with the technology. As the futurist William Gibson put it, ‘The future is here, it’s just 
not evenly distributed’. Thus, while many participants may have heard of a ‘forum’, ‘wiki’ or 
‘webinar’, fewer are likely to feel confident using them. In this regard, videos can be very effec-
tive instructional methods, giving demonstrations of how these tools are used, in the course. 
Such videos may be provided as course resources to be viewed when needed or can be incor-
porated into the course content, such that participants can share their experiences or their 

Thom Kiddle and Tony Prince



Digital and online approaches

119

recommendations, posting their thoughts after viewing a video, or, as will be discussed later in 
this section, participant feedback may become part of the video itself.

Another early obstacle to participant engagement, and to longer-term learning, is the devel-
opment of a group cohesiveness. Video allows the content designer to introduce the participants 
to the tutor and to each other, creating a sense of physical presence and familiarity online. It 
may be much easier to limit the tutor presence to text, but incorporating videos involving the 
tutor brings them closer and increases the sense of the tutor presence in the course – particularly 
important when a course may be delivered by a different tutor each iteration.

With the wealth of materials available online it can be tempting to link out to videos avail-
able elsewhere. These may be very effective, in terms of the authority of the person speaking 
(e.g. Hertzberg on Hygiene factors of motivation13), because of the production qualities of the 
video (e.g. Ken Robinson on TED14), or because of the specific methods being used to commu-
nicate information (e.g. RSA animate15). But, tools such as Camtasia16 – which will be discussed 
later in this section in more detail – make it very quick and simple for the tutor to create content 
tailored to the course. Similarly, the ubiquity of video cameras on phones, tablets and laptops 
make it easier than ever before for the tutor to quickly record a response to a comment rather 
than typing it, making his or her response all the more immediate and potentially impactful. 
This also holds true for participants. While text responses may be quicker, video can be used 
to convey more information (e.g. about attitude) or to include more information (e.g. through 
visuals). Encouraging participants to post video responses rather than defaulting to text can be 
especially useful in the initial stages of a course, with those new to online study and with those 
widely separated by geographic distance.

Videos offer a number of tools to allow both the course developer and the participant to 
manage time effectively. For a course designer, video can allow input to be packaged into 
extremely short, dense and quite complex blocks, because images and animations can show 
or demonstrate more in a shorter amount of time than text. Videos can be quite short because 
those watching them can make them ‘longer’ by re-watching sections, or by slowing them down 
to examine parts in more detail, to ease cognitive load and increase processing time.

Many teacher educators will find that they have already created much of the material they 
need to construct a video. For example, a demonstration of how to give feedback on a text can 
be given much more effectively by videoing a tutor talk through that text, highlighting or anno-
tating it as they go. This can be done on a computer, using a word-processing document and 
the annotation or review features, or on a tablet, using a PDF viewer and stylus. In each case the 
teacher would use screencast software such as Camtasia or Adobe Captivate on the computer, 
and Explain Everything17 on the tablet, to capture a video of this. Tutorials of how to use such 
tools are available freely online (e.g. teachertrainingvideos.com18).

Similarly, with increasing availability of interactive whiteboards and data projectors in class 
more teachers are creating PowerPoints to deliver content more visually to the class. With 
screencast software such materials can easily be turned into videos. In this way, teachers can share 
classroom content with others in their online course, narrating what they would say with each 
slide or animated object. This allows the teacher to bring their class, and their classroom content, 
into the online course. Similarly, teachers may record their actual classes, using either video or 
audio, and then upload the results for the participants of their online course to view and com-
ment on. Those doing so will need to be aware of laws regarding student privacy, obtaining the 
necessary permissions and being sensitive to how the video is to be used/shared. However, an 
increasing number of teacher training programmes are using videos of classroom instruction. 
A large-scale example of this is the work done by Doug Lemov with Uncommon schools, pre-
sented in his book Teach Like a Champion, and available online at teachlikeachampion.com.19  

http://teachlikeachampion.com
http://teachertrainingvideos.com
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Footage of teachers in class forms the basis of most of the videos available on the website 
teachingchannel.org.20 Both of these examples are making use of the ‘thick slices’ of classroom 
life that video offers. In their literature review of ‘The Role of video in teacher professional 
development’, Marsh and Mitchell (2014) cite one of the main advantages of video as its abil-
ity to provide dense, detailed representations of complex topics that are nevertheless accessible 
because of their concrete exemplification. Viewers can not only see what is being explained, but 
can review it, seeing more each time they watch. The developments in 360° video and audio 
capture will only extend this potential.

As the availability and use of video online has expanded, so have the number and variety of 
tools for interacting with that video increased. The aim of these tools generally is to increase the 
depth of engagement that participants have with the video. At the cheapest and simplest end of 
the spectrum of tools, Edpuzzle21 allows tutors to add questions to a video, which can be shared 
with students for work outside class, or assigned to them as part of a course. Offering more 
tools, albeit for more money, Voicethread22 allows participants to interact with a video, adding 
comments with text or video, annotating the images as you speak (with mouse or stylus). In 
this way participants can post questions, make suggestions, compare their reactions and reflec-
tions to those of others. This can make for a very rich input experience, with layers of responses 
as people coming later see the posts of those who have viewed earlier, responding and adding 
their own contribution. This has all the advantages of text-based forums for participants who 
are unsure of themselves (e.g. due to language level) – time for reflection and research – while 
offering a more immersive, media rich input. The NILE online courses make use of a purpose-
built add-in for Moodle called VideoQuandA, which sits some way between EdPuzzle and 
Voicethread, allowing tutors to incorporate text questions into the videos they have uploaded, 
and participants to respond or post questions of their own. This tool is presented and discussed 
by Kiddle on the ViLTE website.23

As discussed by Gardner and Edge in ‘Why be a learner online’ (in England, 2012) the dif-
ficulty of such learning may lie in teachers transferring new ideas and techniques to their own 
context. Online learning allows teachers to extend the application of theory into their classroom 
and get immediate feedback. Video allows teachers to record this exploration and to discuss it 
with others, be that in the form of feedback on teaching techniques or in analysing classroom 
dynamics. In the latter area software/platforms such as Veo24 are being developed to facilitate 
such conversations. Veo allows a teacher to tag a video of their classroom they have recorded, for 
example to highlight all the instances they can see of teacher talking time. They can then review 
this – adding a commentary – and either share this with a tutor/other participants, or compare 
their review to that done with the same video by others. As Sherin and Dyer (2017) explain, one 
of the key functions of such technology is helping teachers not just to understand the ‘What’ is 
happening in the classroom, but to understand the ‘Why’.

Brainstorming: Padlet; community wall; chatrooms

Communication and critical thinking are often more effective and efficient when we can use 
tools to offload some of the cognitive strain, to reduce the number of things that we’re trying 
to keep track of (Sweller, 1994). The more complex the goal we’re trying to achieve, the more 
we need to make use of tools – e.g. notes, mind maps, charts – and the more tools we may need 
to make use of.

One advantage of using these tools online is that they allow for almost instantaneous con-
sultation and collaboration. In class, participants may struggle to come up with ideas, and only 
start to progress towards their own ideas once they hear the results of others’ thinking, at the 
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feedback stage. Online, they can view what others are posting, or have posted. The designer can 
link to previous iterations of such activities, to spark ideas or encourage comparison, analysis and 
evaluation. Using a central virtual space, such as Padlet25 a course designer can link to multiple 
documents, which participants can work through sequentially, or skip between as their interest, 
level or purpose dictates. Incorporating a collaborative text tool, such as Google Docs,26 within 
the Padlet then allows participants to see the reactions/reflections of others and to compare 
these to their own. Such tools also allow the tutor a central point from which to monitor all 
interaction and respond where necessary. This in turn allows for differentiation:

• of support and scaffolding provided
• of time allowed and sequence/recycling
• of level of challenge and extension activities
• of role within the group

In NILE Online courses, much of the differentiation is left up to the tutor, with the courses 
designed to provide opportunities for tutor interaction with participants in a variety of ways. 
This in turn reflects the ethos of NILE that ‘we teach participants, not courses’: focusing on tai-
loring the content to participant needs. When creating online courses, it is vital for organisations 
to consider what their overarching aims and principles are, ensuring that the tools they use and 
the ways in which they use them reflect these.

Assessment: collaboration; grading; multimodality

We now turn from issues of content and interaction to the measurement of teacher competence 
in online language teacher education. A review of such programmes by Murray (2013) includ-
ing case studies of 18 institutions, found a wide range of formative and summative assessment 
procedures and instruments in use, depending on the aims of the program. These included: a 
thesis or research portfolio, written assignments, examinations, participation in online discus-
sion forums, participation in synchronous videoconference classes, f2f practicums (i.e. observed 
or video-recorded f2f teaching practice), internships (in one case study only), observations of 
video-recorded classes taught by experienced teachers, reflective journals and blogs, case studies, 
action research projects and action plans, and online quizzes and tests. Clearly, this breadth of 
options in assessment in teacher education programmes online shows how the affordances are 
already being explored and exploited – in particular, in the areas of collaboration, multimodality, 
and observation of teaching practice.

Collaborative submissions, where two or more course participants work on an assessed prod-
uct together – whilst common in face-to-face situations (and a regular feature of unassessed 
activities in online teacher development programmes) were not commonly incorporated into 
assessment practices in a survey of online language teacher education providers (Hockly et al., 
2016). This was reported as largely due to specific limitations and issues: the difficulty of measur-
ing the output of individual participants, ownership of the product and more. Assessed collabo-
rations which did exist included group project work, collaborative responses to assessed forum 
tasks, joint literature reviews, materials development projects and joint presentations. Approaches 
to address this in NILE Online courses include clear guidelines – defining roles, research neces-
sary and how output could be shared – and self-reflection tasks following the assessment to add 
a formative, learner-training element to support the idea of collaborative assessment.

Multimodality in assessment practices closely mirrors the affordances of content and interac-
tion on language teacher education programmes. Allowing a wider choice over the form that 
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submission takes (e.g. using video instead of text) not only enables the teacher to bring more of 
their context and classroom into the assessment, but also embraces the diversity and the strengths 
of those being assessed. Online assessment submissions for the pilot of a new in-service teaching 
qualification, for example, included the options of video or audio recordings, peer observation 
forms, student feedback forms, and self-evaluation forms as data to support reflective teacher 
development.

Perhaps the elephant in the room in terms of assessment in online teacher education pro-
grammes, is the issue of observed and evaluated teaching practice. Tools exist, as mentioned 
above, to video-record and live stream or subsequently upload teachers’ lessons, and many of 
these tools, e.g. Veo, can be used so as to allow different views of what unfolds in the classroom. 
However, in our experience, and in initial, informal reports of projects which are underway 
to explore these tools (e.g. at Cambridge English, and the work on Virtual Reality in teacher 
training (Driver, 2017)), there is still a gulf between what can be captured using these tools and 
from having a live observer in the classroom. This has significant implications for the validity and 
reliability of assessment, and while it may prove to be very effective in formative, developmental 
assessment in the near future, we feel that certificated, summative, high-stakes assessed teaching 
practice via online video still has hurdles to overcome.

Conclusion

The drivers behind increases in provision of online and blended options in language teacher edu-
cation mirror those in education generally, and language education specifically, fuelled particularly 
by pressures on governments to help language teacher education meet the demands of global 
demographic changes. Platforms, tools and approaches have developed over more than 50 years to 
lead us to a current situation where possibilities can quickly outstrip principles. In this chapter, we 
have explored what we feel to be some of the key considerations, current practices, and possible 
future developments, in provision and evaluation of language teacher education online.

The advantages are multiple, in our opinion, but must be weighed against practical realities 
within individual contexts, as well as pedagogical principles of what makes effective input, inter-
action, reflection and output in a language teacher education programme. We have no doubt 
that these programmes are here to stay, and will grow in popularity as the above challenges are 
confronted and overcome, as both pre-service and in-service teacher education increasingly 
serve a teacher population which is itself familiar and comfortable with accessing and delivering 
education in multimodal, online spaces. We also believe this future is bright, and when online 
language teacher education is designed and facilitated in a principled and practical way, teachers 
will enjoy the benefits of programmes which meet their practical, economic, geographical and 
developmental needs and desires.

Recommended reading

Dirksen, J. (2015) Design for How People Learn. London: New Riders.
 A very accessibly written book with practical examples of design considerations to optimise materials, 

courses and interfaces for how people learn. A book that you’ll refer to again and again throughout the 
designing and developing of online courses.

Dudeney, G., Hockly, N. and Pegrum, M. (2013) Digital Literacies: Research and Resources in Language Teaching. 
London: Pearson.

 This book offers an extensive introduction to the theory of digital literacies as well as practical advice 
and lesson plans for developing digital literacies with students.
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Krug, S. (2013) Don’t Make Me Think, Revisited: A Common Sense Approach to Web Usability. London: New 
Riders.

 As the title indicates this book is focused on making online content as easy to access as possible. A thin 
book with a very useful set of principles for making your courses and content as early accessible as 
possible.

Salmon, G. (2013) E-tivities: The Key to Active Online Learning. Abingdon: Routledge.
 This book contains a five-step process to build an online community within your courses, developing 

active online learning through the construction of knowledge through collaboration.
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4.1  Introduction

Power in its social meaning is the ability to act and have influence over  others. 
Power in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) is an important topic for this 
volume, as it can act as a lens to help the EAP practitioner understand a lot 
about the field. The influential French transdisciplinary scholar Michel Foucault 
famously stated that ‘power is everywhere’ (1998, 3). He claimed that power 
operates ‘in every relation from one point to another’ and that ‘it is produced 
from one moment to the next, at every point’ (ibid.). If power is dispersed and 
pervasive at all times, as claimed by Foucault, then it must also be omnipresent 
in the field of EAP, the topic of this chapter. This gives me a lot to write about 
potentially, in a limited space, and this article will cover a variety of different 
types of power, as follows:

1. Institutional power and the university
2. Institutional power and the EAP teacher
3. The power of English as a global language
4. Power and access to the discourse community and discipline
5. Power and the curriculum
6. Power and the text

4.2  Power and the neoliberal university

In order to understand how power affects the university, we need to consider a 
number of global forces affecting tertiary education and the need for English. 
Hadley (2015) explains these forces very effectively in his book, English for 
Academic Purposes in Neoliberal Universities. Neoliberalism is a view of the world 

4
POWER IN ENGLISH FOR 
ACADEMIC PURPOSES

John Flowerdew



  Power in English for Academic Purposes 51

Power in English for Academic Purposes

which emphasises the role of the market and minimal intervention by govern-
ment. It has become the dominant economic model in the present day. The 
model encourages deregulation of the economy, the liberalisation of trade and 
commerce, and the privatisation of state-run organisations (ibid). This neoliberal 
model of the economy extends to the universities, where the traditional view 
of the academy as a site of scholarly exploration has given way to the univer-
sity as a training ground to provide skilled professionals to keep the economy  
running smoothly. 

This has meant a more hierarchical, managerial style of governance, a style 
which has tended to replace the more democratic, collegial, committee-driven 
model of the past. The market-driven style of university management empha-
sises efficiency, calculability, predictability, accountability and control (ibid, 33). 
These tenets may become more important than traditional values associated with 
scholarly enquiry. At worst, teachers and students become viewed not as indi-
viduals but units of production, giving rise to an emphasis on easier entry policies 
and large classes, as well as the overall expansion of university systems. Power 
passes from the academic department, with its scholarly values, to the manage-
ment, with its focus on financial return. Another feature of the accountability 
culture of the new university systems is the emphasis on the surveillance and 
measuring of teaching and research productivity and university ranking systems, 
again enforced by the management, who hold the power.

The neoliberal model is closely connected to, some would say driven by, 
another phenomenon, globalisation, the process by which human relations at all 
levels are intensified across national borders. This means that not only people, but 
also, assisted by modern day communication systems, ideas and cultural prod-
ucts move around, come together and influence each other more closely (Bilton 
2002; Giddens 1990; Robertson 1992). From the perspective of the universities, 
this means that they want to promote themselves as ‘international’, that teachers 
and students become internationally mobile (as exemplified by the ERASMUS 
exchange programme in Europe, for example) and that university systems come 
to resemble each other more closely across national borders (thereby allowing 
international exchanges to take place more freely).

4.3  Power, the neoliberal university, and EAP

EAP units, like other parts of the neoliberal university, will be viewed as cost 
centres and, as such, they will be required to be financially self-sufficient and 
profit-generating. This is likely to mean more teaching and less time for research 
and materials development. There will be pressure to offer one-size-fits all 
courses rather than those for specific purposes (English for General Academic 
Purposes (EGAP) rather than English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP)) 
(Flowerdew 2016). There may even be pressure to offer general English courses 
(English for General Purposes (EGP)) instead of EAP. The rationale here is 
that the less specialised a course is the more students will be able to fit into it, 
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therefore making larger classes possible and less-qualified and experienced teach-
ers able to teach it. 

Where EAP units – which are usually headed by a ‘director’ or ‘academic 
manager’ rather than a head of department – are operating efficiently and creat-
ing a budgetary surplus, there is likely to be a temptation on the part of university 
administrators to put more pressure on them to create larger surpluses, forcing 
EAP managers to turn the screw ever more tightly in the ways just described. 
In countries such as Great Britain, where overseas students (those most needing 
EAP) pay higher fees, pressure to increase the efficiency of EAP units to create 
larger surpluses is likely to be even greater. Another measure which the univer-
sity might employ to recruit more international students and maximise revenue 
is to offer a ‘foundation’ year or semester, which will be wholly or in part taught 
by EAP teachers, for students who are not ready to study through the medium of 
English. It is often the case that where an EAP unit is part of an English depart-
ment, the EAP unit will be subsidising the salaries and time available for research 
of the literature and linguistics teachers, who will likely have ‘academic status’, 
unlike the EAP teachers who will not. The number of EAP teachers may well 
be much greater than that of the literature and linguistics teachers, resulting in a 
case of the tail wagging the dog. If not subsidising the English department, then 
the EAP unit may be subsidising the other departments in the faculty in which 
it is located. 

Furthermore, the heavy pressure on budgets tends to lead EAP units to rely 
on part-time and less-qualified teachers, as fewer financial benefits need to be 
distributed to such personnel (a classic example of the ‘gig’ economy or what 
Pennington (1992), in the title of one of her publications, referred to as the 
‘second-class or economy’ status of the EAP teacher). One reason given by 
Pennington for this low status is the fact that EAP teachers are generally not 
required to hold a PhD or may not even need any qualification in TESOL or 
applied linguistics (although this is becoming less the case), in contrast to their 
counterparts in the established disciplines, who are usually required to have such 
a qualification. As Pennington (1992, cited in Bell 2016, 261) asks rhetorically: 

Can you imagine, for instance, someone being hired for a tenured position 
in a History department who had a degree in TESL? Yet there are many 
with degrees in History who are teaching ESL.

Because the EAP unit or English Language Institute is not considered as a 
fully-fledged department, it will rarely be engaged in funded research projects. 
Furthermore, language learning is often regarded by outsiders as just a skill, devoid 
of intellectual content. This situation is exacerbated by the fact that EAP units 
are regarded as ‘serving’ the other departments and focus mainly on pre-sessional 
courses and foundation years. While some may offer an MA programme (often 
in conjunction with the education faculty or linguistics department), they do not 
typically have their own body of research students. All of this means that, in terms 
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of the power relations in the university, EAP is in a very weak position, treated 
as a mere service unit beholden to the established academic departments. Some 
EAP units try to resist this power of the university and raise their status. They may 
do this by creating positions with academic status, conducting (perhaps funded) 
research, setting up degree programmes in TESOL/Applied linguistics (usually at 
Master’s level) and offering courses in writing for publication for academic staff 
and research students (Flowerdew 2015). This is a very challenging task though, in 
my experience.

4.4  The power of English

Let me turn now to a rather different sort of power, the power of language. For 
global mobility, interaction and communication to work effectively, there is a need 
for an international lingua franca. English is now indisputably the global lingua 
franca and is used internationally in business, education, government, entertain-
ment and social media (Crystal 2013). Developed in the era of Ronald Reagan and 
Margaret Thatcher, neoliberalism was originally an Anglo-Saxon set of beliefs and 
it is perhaps no coincidence that English has become the international language 
of choice alongside it. As Crystal (ibid) has noted (reported in Ding and Bruce 
(2017, 31)), there is a clear link between the dominance of English and the exercise 
of economic, technological and cultural power. This is not only because of an active 
promotion of English by Anglophone interests, such as the British Council and 
the United States Information Service, as well as multinational publishing compa-
nies (e.g. Phillipson 2009), although they may well have played their part, but also 
because those adopting the language see the (financial and other) benefits of doing 
so (Ferguson 2007). 

The widespread adoption of English by universities globally means that research 
is more likely to be conducted internationally and that the findings are likely to 
be published in English. It also means that courses are more likely to be offered in 
English. Some former British colonies, where English may have an official status 
alongside other local languages, have always employed English as the medium of 
instruction, but it is increasingly being adopted in territories where there is no 
traditional internal need for it, for example, in Western Europe and the coun-
tries of the former Soviet Union. Typically, such institutions will first offer courses 
in English at the postgraduate level and gradually extend such offerings to the 
undergraduate cohort. A number of benefits and costs derive from the adoption 
of English as the medium of instruction, which are rather numerous, so I will list 
them in bullet point form (most of the positive and negative points in the two lists 
I am presenting here are mentioned in the various chapters in Kirkpatrick (2015), 
especially the introduction). 

Benefits:

 • It allows immediate access to the disciplinary literature, which will typically 
be published in English. 
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 • It allows the institutions to attract international students, who are likely to 
have some level of English, although they may need to take up the services 
of the EAP unit. 

 • It allows local students who have taken courses taught in English to be able 
to go abroad for academic exchange or further study. 

 • It opens a window onto the world for students that is provided by the English 
language.

 • It increases the linguistic and cultural capital (legitimised knowledge) and 
social capital (social relations necessary for successful life trajectories) of stu-
dents (Bourdieu 1991), making them globally mobile.

 • It is likely to create better chances of international collaboration and 
publication. 

 • It benefits society at large in developing a workforce that can compete effec-
tively in the global marketplace. 

Costs:

 • Valuable time may be lost while students are perfecting their English that 
could be used for studying their content subjects.

 • Comprehension of the content delivered through the additional language 
may be reduced.

 • Quality and quantity of interaction between teacher and student may be 
reduced. 

 • Students who are weak in English but gifted in their subject area may be 
held back. 

 • Mother tongue linguistic, cognitive, intellectual and educational develop-
ment may be impaired.

 • Individual identity development may be weakened. 
 • National linguistic, cultural and ontological traditions may be eroded.
 • Educational opportunities for less able or disadvantaged students are likely 

to be reduced. 
 • Socio-economic and educational disparity may be created.

Incidentally, this power of English could of course apply to any other language 
adopted as a lingua franca (as was the case of Latin in medieval times in Europe). 
All of the benefits and disadvantages of English as the medium of instruction 
come about because of the power of language. 

But how does all this affect average EAP teachers as they go about their work? 
The answer to this question is quite simple. Understanding the benefits and costs 
of English will provide them with a better understanding of the context within 
which they are working. They will be familiar with what the university is aim-
ing to achieve in offering EAP and what the benefits of this are for students they 
are teaching and, at the same time, they will be aware of some of the negative 
aspects of the project they are engaged in.
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4.5  Power, access, discourse community, discipline 

A discourse community is a group of people who think, talk and behave in simi-
lar ways and communicate with each other (Swales 1990). The university can be 
considered to be a discourse community, but so can a faculty or a department, or 
a particular specialist group within a department. Disciplinary discourse com-
munities operate across universities; they tend to be universal, not confined to 
individual departments, universities or territories. Biology professors can com-
municate freely and effectively with each other across borders, as can professors 
of physics, economics, politics, history or any other discipline. They have a com-
mon language and set of conventions and activities.

In EAP, there is a general belief that the role of the EAP teacher is to familiarise 
the student with relevant communicative conventions needed by apprentice mem-
bers of the target discourse community (Hyland 2018). Clearly, here we are talking 
about power and access, because, without an adequate command of the necessary 
disciplinary language, the student will be denied entry and excluded. Disciplines 
vary according to their epistemologies, the way they carry out their research, as well 
as the specialist genres and vocabularies they use to communicate with each other 
(Ballard & Clanchy 1991; Swales ibid.). Facilitating access to disciplinary discourse 
communities requires a high degree of knowledge on the part of EAP teachers. 
They do not need to become members of the target discourse community them-
selves, by learning its content, its ‘specialist knowledge’, to the same levels as the 
members of the disciplinary discourse community (this would be unreasonable), 
but they do need to be able to analyse its discourse, culture, epistemological assump-
tions and genres, its ‘specialized knowledge’ (Ferguson 1997; Cheng 2015). They 
need this ‘specialized knowledge’ so that they can show their students how language 
is used in their particular disciplines, as it applies to student genres, if working with 
undergraduates, and to research genres, if working with (advanced) postgraduates.

However, this concept of providing access to the discipline can be a little 
misleading, because typically in the university the student will not go straight 
into a particular specialist discipline but will be required to take courses in a 
variety of disciplines. Indeed, some students may study for joint degrees, say, in 
languages and business or mathematics and biology. These are disciplines each 
with their own ways of thinking and communicating; it may only be when stu-
dents arrive at the postgraduate level, if at all, that they will focus completely on 
a particular discipline or specialism within that discipline. Following this line of 
argument, the role of the EAP teacher becomes even more challenging. Is the 
EAP teacher and course designer now to teach two or even more different styles 
of communication, according to the different disciplines students are likely to 
encounter? There are definite advantages to discipline-specific EAP (Flowerdew 
and Costley 2017), but it must be acknowledged that this may not be possible in 
many, if not most, situations. Whatever the merits of the two approaches, the 
role of the EAP teacher is clearly to empower the student with the necessary lin-
guistic capital (Bourdieu 1991), or language power, to function in the university.
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4.6  Power and approach to pedagogy

Well over two decades ago Santos (1992), in the context of the U.S. university 
system, questioned why ESL took a more pragmatic approach, while the teaching 
of L1 English took an overtly (radical) ideological stance. Benesch (1993) (also 
Pennycook 1994) followed up on this issue and argued that the pragmatist stance 
of ESL (and EAP), although ostensibly neutral, was in fact promoting a particular 
(reactionary) ideology, and one which needed contestation. Although some have 
questioned this perception of EAP as neutral and uncommitted (Allison 1996), 
the idea of encouraging students to take a critical approach and question the sta-
tus quo and its power structures has continued to be controversial and debated. 

The ideological position of those arguing for a pragmatist approach is that, 
in order to access the power system (by succeeding in the university and the 
workplace), EAP teachers need to show students how to become familiar with 
and be able to (creatively) replicate the established communicative practices of 
the particular disciplines they belong or will belong to. Only by first learning 
to perform the genres of the powerful will learners be in a position to critique 
them, pragmatists argue (Hyland 2004; Paltridge 2001). 

Benesch is perhaps the leading voice and most radical of the proponents of 
critical pedagogy. For Benesch (2001), critical pedagogy is concerned with insti-
tutional power relations and it should take up an ideology of resistance and cri-
tique. Furthermore, it should accept student and teacher ‘subject positions’, for 
example their class, race, gender and ethnicity, and students rather than teachers 
should shape the teaching objectives of an EAP course and how they are to be 
achieved, (referred to by Benesch as ‘rights analysis’ (1999) [in contrast to ‘needs 
analysis’]). Benesch also recommended that rather than just accepting the under-
lying assumptions and power relations of a text used in an EAP class, teachers 
should encourage students to critically examine the text and consider alterna-
tive views, sometimes based on students’ lived experiences, thereby empowering 
them to assert their individual identity. 

These recommendations of Benesch are fairly mild in terms of the status quo. 
For example, allowing students freedom to participate in setting the agenda 
was already discussed and applied in the 1980s with the concept of the ‘negoti-
ated syllabus’ (Breen & Candlin 1980) and critically examining the assumptions 
underlying a text is something that any creative EAP might be expected to do. 
Some of the activities promoted by Benesch are more radical, however, such 
as encouraging students to resist military recruitment efforts on their campus 
(Benesch 2010), or encouraging students to intervene in a gubernatorial election 
by having them write letters to one of the candidates who planned to reduce 
spending on education, with some students also taking part in demonstrations 
against the candidate in question (Benesch 1996). These more radical activities 
aimed at resisting the power structure of the status quo are interventions which 
many, if not most, EAP practitioners would be loath to carry out, especially as 
most EAP teachers are not working in environments as liberal as the American 
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university campus of the 1990s in which Benesch found herself. Many, if not 
most, EAP teachers, in fact, are working in countries and universities where 
such ideas would definitely not be tolerated; even if they are working in a more 
liberal environment (on a pre-sessional or foundation year in an Anglophone 
university, for example), their students may not be used to or appreciative of such 
an approach. 

Returning to the issue of textual analysis, Benesch’s approach (and critical 
pedagogy more generally) has been criticised for arguing that, in encouraging 
students to be critical of society, the teacher may in fact be imposing their will 
(what Foucault (1991) refers to as a ‘regime of truth’, what is acceptable as true 
by a particular group or society) on their students. What is the teacher to do if 
they have a class of right-wing students who are quite happy with the status quo, 
perhaps because they plan to go into business? 

I suggest that critical approaches can be located between two poles, ‘hard’ 
and ‘soft’, with varying degrees of radicalism located between them. A soft 
approach would allow some negotiation over the objectives of a course and the 
methods to be employed and would encourage students to critically examine 
the ideas behind the texts used in the course. A ‘hard’ approach’, in contrast, 
would pass control of the objectives and methods to the students and involve 
similar radical activities to those described by Benesch reported above. Where 
individual teachers would place themselves between the two poles described 
would depend on their individual disposition and the local conditions in which 
they were operating. The hard version of critical EAP is perhaps more written 
about and discussed than actually practised. Certainly, there are few reports 
of radical interventions such as those reported by Benesch. However, many 
teachers are probably practising some form of soft critical EAP without per-
haps labelling it as such. Such teachers are probably negotiating to some degree 
with their students over what and how to study, taking a critical approach 
to spoken and written texts, as well as encouraging the individual voices of  
their students. 

The following list of principles from Crookes (2013) encapsulates some of the 
issues discussed in this part and shows how power may be passed over to the stu-
dent. It may serve as a useful checklist for an EAP practitioner seeking to adopt a 
critical approach. It is closer to the soft approach than the hard one. 

 • The purpose of education is to develop critical thinking by presenting stu-
dents’ situation to them as a problem so that they can perceive, reflect and 
act on it.

 • The content of curriculum derives from the life situation of the learners as 
expressed in the themes of their reality.

 • The learners produce their own learning materials.
 • The task of planning is first to organise generative themes and second to 

organise subject matter as it relates to those themes.
 • The teacher participates as a learner among learners.
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 • The teacher contributes his or her ideas, experiences, opinions and percep-
tions to the dialogical process of the course.

 • The teacher’s function is one of posing problems.
 • The students possess the right to and power of decision-making.

4.7  Text, discourse, power, critique

Most forms of language teaching, including EAP, work with texts, whether written 
or spoken. As well as providing exemplars of vocabulary, grammar and connected 
sentences and paragraphs, texts are representations of the world, past, present or 
future (however abstract), and belong to particular discourses – how the writer 
or speaker thinks and communicates about the world. Discourses are infused 
with power relations, because those in power control the institutions from which 
discourses emanate (although of course individuals have their own agency and, 
depending on their situation, may be able to resist the power of the institution to 
a greater or lesser extent). In fact, Foucault (1981) describes discourse as a social 
practice (everyday activity) performed through language and organised in terms 
of power relationships. Thus, a university president, for example, is likely to com-
municate with a particular set of values, or discourse. These values are likely to be 
neoliberal values, as we have seen. So, the university president can be said to be 
communicating within the framework of neoliberal discourse. Depending on how 
readers position themselves, parts of this discourse are likely to be more accept-
able than others. But those in authority have the power to impose their discourses, 
either overtly or covertly. Their views of the world, their discourses, tend to become 
naturalised, accepted as the common sense view by the majority (Gramsci 1971), in 
spite of the best efforts of individuals to resist.

Critical discourse analysis (Flowerdew & Richardson 2018) is an approach 
which seeks to unmask manipulative discourses by ‘reading between the lines’ 
and seeking to uncover the hidden agenda of speakers and writers. Critical dis-
course analysts deconstruct texts and discourses by bringing to bear background 
knowledge against which to judge them, by rooting out hidden features of 
language use, in this way debunking their claims to authority (ibid.). Critical 
discourse analysis aims to make the implicit explicit in language use. It is an 
approach which can be appropriated by a critical EAP teacher. Quite simply, the 
teacher encourages the student, with their help, if needed, to ‘read against’ the 
text, to bring to bear their background knowledge and critical faculties. This is 
what Hall (1980) calls an oppositional reading, as opposed to a preferred reading, 
which is interpreting the text the way the author intends, and a negotiated read-
ing, which is sharing the position of the author, but adapting it somewhat to their 
personal situation.

Texts, as manifestations of discourses, are instantiations of social practices. Social 
practices include a range of elements that can be represented in a text: actions, 
participants, ideas, values and attitudes; social relations; objects and instruments; 
time and setting and causality (Ledin & Machin 2018). All of these elements can 



  Power in English for Academic Purposes 59

be deconstructed by the student with the help of the teacher. As critical discourse 
analysts, student and teacher would be collaboratively describing, interpreting and 
explaining the relationship between texts and social practices. 

As it happens, at the time of writing, I had been listening that morning to the 
‘Today’ programme on BBC radio. A university vice chancellor (president) was 
interviewed about the process by which students who had not obtained a place at 
one of their chosen universities could have a second chance by finding a university 
that had places and was willing to accept them, a process known as ‘clearing’. As the 
interview progressed, it quickly became clear that the university in question had 
plenty of free places. The university would be competing against other universities 
to persuade students to come to them, otherwise they would likely have budgetary 
problems. ‘Reading against the text’, and with the necessary background knowl-
edge, the critical reader (or listener in this case) could deduce this. This interview 
would therefore be a suitable text for critical EAP. 

The reference to background knowledge is important, because texts do not just 
‘happen’ in isolation. They are created against the background of the discourse, 
which suggests that the single text is likely not the best unit of analysis for critical 
EAP. A collection of written and spoken texts related to universities, students and 
the clearing process would be more appropriate in my exemplar case. Indeed, I 
may add that, as well as written and spoken texts, other semiotic resources, such as 
actions, materials, artefacts, images, space and colour may/should be incorporated 
into the analysis. 

If they have been involved with students from science and technology, readers 
may wonder how this type of activity could work in those disciplines. Socio-
scientific, or applied science, approaches have been recommended in the context 
of L1 critical pedagogy for such students (Alsop & Bencze 2014) and would work 
well in EAP. The following are example themes that could give rise to discus-
sion of moral and ethical issues and power relations in the context of science and 
technology (ibid.): 

 1. Globalisation, neoliberalism and bio-politics;
 2. The democratisation of science and technology (including the increasingly 

politicised, commercial and contested natures of techno-sciences in the 
civic sphere);

 3. Environmental sustainability and epistemic hybrids and relationships;
 4. Electronic communications and associated new-media literacies.

4.8  Conclusion

I hope that this short chapter has thrown some light on the notion of power in EAP 
and how it can help better understand various aspects of the field. As for the way 
forward, I would ally myself with scholars such as Ding & Bruce (2017), Hadley 
(2015) and Pennington (1992), who have argued for a more assertive approach on 
the part of the EAP community in order to improve the marginal role that EAP has 
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been assigned in the academy, as I have described above. There is a need to break the 
vicious circle I referred to of EAP not being worthy of the status of a fully-fledged 
academic department. Only by breaking this circle, will there will be a chance to 
put a stop to EAP practitioners being described as butlers (Raimes 1991), intellectu-
ally vacuous (Turner 2004), and linguistic service technicians (Hadley 2013), as has been 
the case until now (labels reported by Hadley (2018, 84)). 

I realise that this is a very challenging task. However, knowledge is power, 
and perhaps a better understanding of power in EAP on the part of practition-
ers might make this more of a possibility. I quoted Foucault in my introduction 
on the pervasiveness of power. Foucault , (1998) also argued that where there 
is power there is resistance. A greater awareness and more strategic deployment 
of the limited power that EAP does have might make resistance to some of the 
negative forces at work more effective. A greater recognition of the important 
role EAP plays within the university and the expertise required by the EAP 
practitioner is key. Such recognition would allow for a more significant rep-
resentation and role within the university hierarchy, smaller class sizes where 
desirable, better staff development, time for research and less reliance on part-
time teachers, among many other issues. All of this would provide better oppor-
tunities for critical approaches and would ultimately benefit both practitioners 
and students. 
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Introduction

EAP (English for academic purposes) as a field of academic enquiry and research has changed 
enormously over the past few decades. EAP practitioners are now able to draw on a large 
body of work that has both expanded and deepened the intellectual, theoretical and empirical 
foundations available to inform and direct praxis. EAP practitioners are now able to draw 
on, inter alia, research in academic discourse communities and disciplines, genre analysis, 
contrastive rhetoric, corpus-based research, ethnographic studies, critical EAP and academic 
literacies for guidance. A cursory glance at the contents page of this handbook is testament 
to the increasingly wide range of interests and specialisms within EAP, and the launch of the 
Journal of English for Academic Purposes in 2002 ‘was a clear indication that EAP had come of age 
as an independent academic field’ (Hamp-Lyons, 2011a:93). With equal enthusiasm, Hyland 
states that EAP ‘has done a good job of consolidating a position at the forefront of language 
education’ (Hyland, 2012:30).

EAP is an educational endeavour but it is also a ‘business’ (Turner, 2004:96), a ‘major 
industry’ (Hyland, 2012:30) and a ‘multi-million dollar enterprise, not merely around the 
world, but often within just a single country’ (Hamp-Lyons, 2011a:93). Whilst Hamp-Lyons 
(2011a:101) might claim ‘for us, teachers and scholars, EAP is not about profit’, it would be 
unwise to conclude that EAP practitioners are divorced from the profit imperative that at 
least partly shapes their world.

The expansion of provision of EAP has been accompanied by an increase in demand for 
EAP practitioners. This, combined with an increasingly sophisticated understanding of EAP, 
would suggest an equivalent increase in interest in practitioners – particularly in terms of 
their education and development. Yet this is not the case. There is little published research 
exploring practitioners’ education and development, very few practitioner accounts of their 
development and equally limited opportunities to study for award-bearing postgraduate 
qualifications specialising in EAP. Put simply, it appears as if the development and education 
of practitioners is of only very marginal interest (Basturkmen, 2014; Belcher, 2012).

Drawing on the existing, impoverished base of literature and research, this chapter aims 
to critically explore the topic of EAP teacher education. We begin by considering who EAP 
teachers are, before going on to consider EAP education and development initiatives which 
are available to them. From foregrounding a diverse, fragmented picture of the profession, 
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we find limitations in the UK-centric discourse which currently dominates EAP teacher 
education. We also identify a range of challenges which hamper progress in this area.

The final section draws together the various critiques articulated in the chapter, and 
argues for, first and foremost, a greater concern for the EAP practitioner. Ultimately, we 
suggest that, given the diversity of ‘EAPs’ around the world, EAP teacher education would 
benefit most from a more critical, reflexive orientation, which would lend itself more readily 
to the diverse needs of EAP practitioners who work in a variety of different social, cultural 
and ideological contexts.

Before proceeding, it is necessary to make some general points about distinctions 
which are made in the literature between ‘training’, ‘development’ and ‘education’. Whilst 
‘teacher training’ typically refers to initial, preparatory teacher education (cf. Richards, 2008; 
Mann, 2005) which is usually seen as being associated with a particular context, and the 
development of certain skills (Richards, 2008), ‘teacher development’ by contrast tends to 
be used to refer to the longer-term process of development which teachers are engaged in 
throughout the course of their careers (cf. Borg, 2011; Mann, 2005). A further distinction 
can also be made between ‘professional development’ activities which have a more career-
oriented, instrumental and utilitarian remit (typically referred to as ‘continuing professional 
development’), and those ‘teacher development’ activities which are more often a voluntary 
activity and are more inclusive of personal and moral dimensions (Mann, 2005: 104), and 
perhaps more indicative of teacher autonomy. Whilst ‘teacher education’ was originally used 
to refer to the initial preparation of teachers (Richards and Nunan, 1990), it has since tended 
to be used, as it will be here, as a superordinate categorisation of all types of second language 
teacher learning processes and activities (Borg, 2011; Crandall, 2000; Richards and Nunan, 
1990). Whilst teacher education and development are presented separately, they are, in reality 
(especially in EAP contexts), overlapping and due to significant changes which are occurring 
in the broad field of teacher education, it may be that in future traditional distinctions 
between the terms come to be replaced, as Richards (2008) suggests, by a reconsideration of 
the whole nature of teacher learning as a form of socialisation into the profession.

EAP practitioners

Who EAP practitioners are, what they do and where they work reveals a plurality of 
identities, roles, contexts and praxis, suggesting that EAP is best understood heterogeneously 
rather than monolithically. To illustrate this point, EAP practitioners may be called upon 
to teach, for example, foundation, presessional, insessional and credit-bearing EAP and 
content-based courses, as well as supporting research students and staff who wish to publish, 
present and teach in English. This takes place in diverse language contexts, with students and 
staff who have a wide range of proficiency in academic English and academic experience. 
Courses may range from generic skills for English for general academic purposes (EGAP) 
to highly specialised English for specific academic purposes (ESAP) courses in, for example, 
postgraduate dissertation writing for maths students. Courses might be taught in public or 
private school, further and, most commonly, higher education contexts, which are resource-
rich with good tutor–student ratios, opportunities for individual language consultations, 
and relatively light teaching loads with time and support given to practitioners for research, 
professional development, conferences, studying and scholarly activity. However, the 
opposite might equally be the case, with practitioners teaching in difficult conditions, with 
very large classes, high teaching loads, little support, few resources and very few opportunities 
to develop.
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Practitioners’ educational backgrounds may vary greatly, from no formal qualifications 
to teach English, to doctoral level practitioners with specialisms in EAP. Many positions are 
held by highly qualified and proficient non-native speakers (NNS) and others by BANA 
(Britain, Australasia, North America) practitioners (with a wide range of qualifications). 
Institutions in which practitioners work have a variety of missions, ambitions and 
identities from Ivy league, global research intensive universities to community-focused 
rural universities in developing countries. EAP units might be attached to academic 
departments, run as a for-profit service unit or exist as an independent centre. Practitioners 
may be working in regions and countries that have strong historical and well-established 
roots in EAP, whilst others may be in more isolated contexts where EAP is only beginning 
to emerge in educational institutions.

Opportunities for practitioners to develop, discuss and disseminate on topics of 
professional interest exist through a wide range of regional, national and international 
journals, organisations and associations. Usually these opportunities exist within a broader 
English for specific purposes (ESP) or language for specific purposes (LSP) community, as 
EAP is still considered to be a branch of ESP. Organisations with international aspirations, 
such as IATEFL (International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language) 
and TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages), have active ESP 
special interest groups with newsletters and seminars. The European Association AELFE 
(Asociación Europea de Lenguas para Fines Específicos) publishes the journal Ibérica 
and organises an annual international conference on LSP. National organisations such 
as GERAS (Groupe d’Étude et de Recherche en Anglais de Spécialité) in France also 
organise annual conferences and publish a journal, ASp. NFEAP (The Norwegian Forum 
for English for Academic Purposes) organises an annual conference, as well as hosting a 
discussion forum for practitioners in Norway and beyond. The Brazilian publication, The 
ESPecialist, is a well-established journal, published mainly in Portuguese.

BALEAP, over 40 years old, is worthy of special mention. Formerly the British Association 
of Lecturers in English for Academic Purposes, it is now simply BALEAP, and carries the 
strapline ‘the global forum for EAP professionals’. BALEAP has aspirations to federate 
EAP practitioners globally and, as yet, there is little evidence that its ambitions are being 
fulfilled. However, BALEAP regularly organises professional interests meetings (PIMs), 
organises large international conferences, publishes proceedings, offers accreditation to 
EAP centres and promotes EAP teacher education and development. Furthermore, the 
endeavours of BALEAP to encourage education and development constitute the only 
systematic attempt to articulate and frame the competencies required of practitioners and 
provide formal recognition of EAP practitioners’ development. These endeavours will be 
discussed in detail in the Education and Development sections below.

Organisations around the world, such as those already mentioned as well as, for 
example, the Asia-Pacific Rim LSP and Professional Communication Association and 
the Chinese Association of ESP, all offer the possibility for practitioners to meet and 
collaborate, although the extent to which associations and publications are embedded in 
practitioners’ professional lives and identities is open to question given the heterogeneous 
positions, roles, resources and opportunities of EAP practitioners discussed above. A global 
and connected community of EAP practitioners has yet to emerge and this needs to be 
addressed if teaching English for academic purposes (TEAP) education and development is 
to encompass and be enriched by the experience, expertise, needs, challenges and interests 
of practitioners working in a much more varied range of contexts and cultures.
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Education

Whilst the literature in relation to second language teacher education is now substantial 
(Borg, 2011), information relating specifically to teacher education for EAP is notably absent 
from this body of work. Historically, discussions of teacher education have also typically 
been absent from both key EAP texts (inter alia Flowerdew and Peacock, 2001; Hyland, 
2006; Jordan, 1997), as well as articles published in JEAP and the English for Specific Purposes 
Journal (Morgan, 2009, being a notable exception). Although attention has been given to 
this area in isolated circumstances over the years – see, for example, the BALEAP PIM on 
Teacher Training in 2001, Sharpling’s discussion of EAP teacher training and development 
needs in 2002 and Alexander’s 2007 study of teachers making the transition from ‘General 
English’ to EAP (discussed in more detail on page 554) – there has otherwise continued to 
be a dearth of published research and literature on the topic.

In 2008, BALEAP acknowledged the ‘gap […] in EAP-specific teacher qualifications’ 
(p.2) with the launch of their Competency Framework for Teachers of English for Academic 
Purposes (CFTEAP) (discussed on pages 554–555). Since then it seems that the topic of 
teacher education has begun to appear in some of the mainstream EAP literature; Bruce’s 
(2011) Theories and Concepts of English for Academic Purposes has a whole section devoted to 
the teaching of EAP, and a whole chapter on the topic of EAP and Teacher Competencies. 
However, the discussion has little to add to our understanding of EAP beyond providing 
a description of the BALEAP CFTEAP. Hamp-Lyons’ (2011a) chapter on ‘English for 
Academic Purposes’ also concerns EAP professional development, but mainly laments the 
lack of provision in this area. BALEAP has also recently held a PIM specifically on the topic 
of Teacher Education.1

As there is currently no particular qualification requisite for entry to the EAP profession, 
teachers tend to have a variety of different qualifications. In the UK, teachers typically come 
from an English as a foreign language (EFL) background, and as such hold mainstream, 
general, English language training (ELT) qualifications such as a Certificate in Teaching 
English to Speakers of Other Languages (CELTA) or Trinity Certificate in TESOL, with some 
also holding diplomas (typically the Cambridge DELTA and Trinity Diploma in TESOL). 
Most also hold a Masters degree in TESOL, ELT or Applied Linguistics. In recent years, 
steps have begun to be taken to establish guidelines regarding EAP teacher qualifications, 
with the BALEAP CFTEAP recommending examples of appropriate qualifications for 
the UK context. The CFTEAP’s list of qualifications is quite wide and includes generic 
ELT qualifications such as those mentioned above, despite the questions that have been 
raised within the profession about their appropriacy for the EAP context, and their ability to 
prepare teachers for the ‘specific’ demands of teaching EAP (Bell, 2012; Errey and Ansell, 
2001; Krzanowski, 2001; Roberts, 2001; Sharpling, 2002). The most specific entry on the 
list is an ‘ELT/TESOL/Applied Linguistics focus in undergraduate or postgraduate degree’ 
(BALEAP, 2008:11), and whilst these types of Masters degrees are available at a large number 
of universities in the UK, only a small minority of them advertise optional modules in EAP 
or ESP (see, for example, advertised programmes at King’s College, the Universities of 
Birmingham, Central Lancashire, Nottingham, Leeds, York and Westminster).

By contrast, at present in the UK, only a handful of specialist EAP training courses and 
Masters programmes are available. Masters in TEAP are currently offered at The University 
of Leeds and The University of Nottingham,; Postgraduate Certificates in TEAP are run 
by Leicester University and Sheffield Hallam University; and short courses are offered by 
a range of course providers including Aston University, LSE,2 NILE,3 Oxford TEFL and 
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SOAS.4 A glance at the course descriptions which are available online reveals differences 
between the aims and approaches of these courses. Many courses tend to take a pragmatic 
approach to teaching discrete knowledge and skills (for example, Leeds, NILE, SOAS) 
such as those described by the BALEAP CFTEAP (Leicester), and have a primary concern 
for showing teachers how EAP differs from teaching English in a general context (Aston, 
Oxford TEFL, Sheffield Hallam). The course run at Nottingham is notably different insofar 
as it presents a description of a course which intends to ‘incorporate much more than basic 
mastery of classroom management skills and knowledge of language systems’ in order to 
develop ‘innovation’ in EAP practitioners.

The part-time and online MA TEAP at Nottingham University attracts practitioners from 
all corners of the world (i.e. South and North America, Europe, Australasia, The Middle 
East, Asia and Africa) and from diverse work settings (i.e. bilingual schools, and public and 
private universities and colleges). The programme consists of three core modules exploring 
the what of EAP (academic discourses and literacies), the how of EAP (EAP pedagogies) 
and the why of EAP (academic contexts). Practitioners also choose four electives from a 
wide selection (e.g. EAP assessment, issues in EAP, EAP and new technologies, and learner 
autonomy) and then write a dissertation on an aspect of EAP. The programme is carefully 
designed to enable practitioners to engage with a wide range of writing and research genres/
tasks (e.g. case study, reflexive narratives, discourse analysis, ethnography, empirical research) 
with diverse epistemological and ontological premises.

The MA in TEAP encompasses what one would expect of such a programme with a focus 
on developing the competencies and knowledge required to teach EAP effectively in diverse 
sociocultural, linguistic and educational settings. This includes inter alia: needs and rights 
analysis, critical thinking/pedagogy, curriculum and syllabus design, genre analysis, academic 
literacies, EAP methodologies, disciplinary differences and academic voice. However, the 
programme moves beyond the usual parameters of such programmes by engaging with a 
host of critical sociopolitical, cultural and economic themes and forces that largely shape 
the practice of EAP. Practitioners are exposed to tasks, texts and dialogues that explore, for 
example: neoliberalism in higher education, competing and conflicting academic values 
and ideologies, and the identities, roles and representations of practitioners and students. 
The programme is grounded in a sociologically informed and critical framing of EAP, a 
foundation which is essential if practitioners are to participate fully in shaping rather than 
simply being shaped by current educational and ideological discourses

Currently, the number of available specialist EAP qualifications is low, and significantly, 
some courses which started in the past have not stood the test of time. This is perhaps not 
surprising given that they are not well-supported by the wider profession. First, despite 
calls within the profession for specialist qualifications, their status remains unclear; these 
types of qualifications, to date, have not been included in BALEAP’s CFTEAP ‘examples 
of appropriate qualifications […] for the UK context’, and job adverts continue to cite 
Masters degrees in ELT/TESOL/Applied Linguistics, and even DELTAs, whilst making no 
mention of TEAP qualifications. In addition, it is not yet clear what role these qualifications 
should play; whilst Bruce (2011:105), noting the problems faced by teachers who have ‘pre-
service teacher training for general English’, suggests that ‘specialized training courses and 
qualifications are being developed and offered to prepare and equip teachers of EAP’, the 
outlines which are currently available online reveal that not only are these courses being 
marketed towards those who wish to begin teaching EAP (see, for example, Oxford TEFL, 
Sheffield Hallam) but also those who are already established in the EAP (LSE, SOAS) or 
ESP professions (Leeds). Given the price of higher education courses at the present time, 
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and the lack of job security in many EAP positions, it may be that outsiders, in particular, 
wishing to break into the EAP profession might prefer to invest in a more generic Masters. 
Those within EAP, already established and armed with a teaching qualification, may question 
investing considerable time, effort and resources into studying. It is unclear how well-known 
these courses are throughout the world, but given the lack of visibility of description and 
analysis of these courses, it is likely that more needs to be done to make these courses more 
visible to the EAP community.

Development

Whilst there is again little in terms of published research and literature concerning how 
teachers learn to teach EAP and develop in their role, there are a handful of studies from 
the UK (often undertaken as part of MAs in TESOL and related subjects) which attempt to 
investigate this area. Whilst these studies have different foci, what they collectively reveal, from 
speaking to teachers themselves, is that amongst many factors, one of the greatest challenges 
involved in transitioning to EAP is developing the specialised or context-specific knowledge 
that teachers feel is required (Alexander, 2007; Campion, 2012; Post, 2010). Although one of 
the studies (Post, 2010) suggests that the challenges could be overcome with the development 
of effective pre-service training, others find that teachers tend to view their development as 
EAP practitioners as a long-term process (Alexander, 2007; Campion, 2012; Elsted, 2012), 
and that, therefore, opportunities for longer-term, on-going development initiatives are what 
teachers find to be most valuable. Amongst these types of development initiatives, a recurring 
point from the research is teacher participants’ comments about the value of informal learning 
opportunities. Teachers single out activities such as ‘looking things up, reading, asking 
questions [to colleagues], talking to other teachers, talking to subject specialists’ (Campion, 
2012:35), ‘sharing ideas with colleagues, using EAP coursebooks, reading books or journals 
and attending meetings’ (Alexander, 2007:4) and collaboration with subject specialists (Martin, 
2014). Such comments are sometimes framed, however, as a type of coping strategy in the face 
of a lack of more formal development routes (Alexander, 2007; Campion, 2012).

Two of the most significant recent responses by the profession to the lack of formal 
provision for EAP teacher education and development have been the inception of the 
CFTEAP in 2008, and the more recent development of the TEAP Accreditation Scheme in 
2014.

The CFTEAP consists of descriptions of competencies in four main areas: academic 
practice (academic contexts, disciplinary differences, academic discourse, personal learning, 
development and autonomy), EAP students (student needs, student critical thinking, 
student autonomy), curriculum development (syllabus and programme development, 
text processing and text production) and programme implementation (teaching practices, 
assessment practices). Originally conceived in order to ‘provide guidance for the professional 
development of less experienced teachers’ (BALEAP, 2008:2), the framework has evolved to 
take a range of roles including underpinning the BALEAP criteria for course accreditation, 
induction programmes for pre- and insessional tutors, providing a basis for teaching 
observations, a tool for individual teacher development, and informing, either implicitly or 
explicitly, some of the isolated pieces of research that have sought to explore the experiences 
of EAP teachers (see for example, Alexander, 2012; Post, 2010).

Considered as an ‘invaluable resource’ (Hamp-Lyons, 2011a:100), CFTEAP represents a 
‘comprehensive statement of the knowledge and skills required by teachers of EAP’ (Bruce, 
2011:104) and it appears to have been adopted by the profession in the UK. However, it 
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does raise some important concerns. At a time when BALEAP is bidding to become the 
‘global forum for EAP professionals’, the CFTEAP appears to be UK-centric – lacking 
contextual sensitivity and range – and it is unclear whether this framework is indicative of 
all of the competencies required of EAP practitioners elsewhere. There is no documented 
account of the methodology used to select specific competencies for inclusion. Where the 
framework is mentioned in the literature, we simply get more description (see for example, 
Blaj-Ward, 2014; Bruce, 2011) rather than analysis or critique. The framework relates to 
practitioners’ ‘bid for membership of, and participation in the EAP discourse community’ 
(Bruce, 2011:110) and represents appropriating and reproducing this set of competencies. 
The emphasis here is on knowledge and understanding of discrete attributes and skills. 
Movement beyond assimilating and reproducing to developing and transforming EAP praxis 
is absent from this framework, as is accommodation for, or recognition of, a more critically 
informed praxis and practitioner role. Morgan (2009) also observes, more generally, the lack 
of teacher education programmes (in EAP) inspired by critical pedagogy; Morgan’s (2009) 
own MS programme appears to be the rare exception. The lack of scrutiny of this framework 
is particularly concerning given that the framework represents an idealised holotype of the 
EAP practitioner employed, as discussed above, to inform a range of activities and decisions. 
Although the framework draws extensively from the current theoretical and research 
foundations of EAP (the inclusion of learning styles perhaps being the obvious exception), 
there is a risk of ‘fossilisation’, unless BALEAP updates the framework to include emerging 
developments in the field and beyond. Finally, given the paucity of research examining the 
professional activities and lives of practitioners in a variety of contexts, it is difficult to know 
the extent to which the framework is comprehensive, selective, lacking or containing bias. 
However, the fact that the framework was compiled by senior practitioners and debated 
within BALEAP before publication engenders a degree of confidence that the framework is 
a reflection of professional consensus at least within the UK.

More recently, the BALEAP TEAP Accreditation Scheme has continued to extend 
its description of the role of the EAP practitioner, this time by providing more detailed 
information relating to the capabilities and aspirations of teachers at different stages in their 
EAP teaching career. In 2014, BALEAP launched the Scheme, which is based on its CFTEAP, 
in order to ‘enhance the quality of the student academic experience through facilitating the 
education, training, scholarship and professional development of those in the sector’ (p.4). 
The aims of the scheme are divided up into what it provides for the profession and what it 
provides for individuals.

The scheme details three different pathways which are offered as means of continuing 
professional development: Associate Fellow (a practitioner in the early stages of their TEAP 
experience), Accredited Fellow (an experienced TEAP practitioner with substantive teaching 
and student support responsibilities) and Accredited Senior Fellow (a TEAP practitioner with 
sustained experience across all areas who has impact at departmental level and institutional 
level and beyond). Achievement of Associate Fellow is through submission of a portfolio for 
internal verification (by a recognised TEAP CPD member institution), whilst achievement 
of Fellow and Senior Fellow is though submission of a portfolio for assessment by the BASC 
(BALEAP Accreditation Scheme Committee).

The TEAP scheme comprises a set of five main units: A. Academic Practices (Academic 
Contexts, Academic Discourse, Academic Disciplines), B. The Student (Student Needs, 
Student learning), C. Course Delivery (Teaching Practice, Assessment and Feedback), 
D. Programme Development (Course Design, Quality Assurance and Enhancement), E. 
Professional development, research and scholarship, and one optional unit: TEAP Mentor 
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and Assessor. Associate Fellows are only required to demonstrate competency in area C. 
Course Delivery, whereas Fellows and Senior Fellows are expected to cover all of the units. 
Each unit has detailed descriptions of expected ‘professional knowledge and values’ together 
with areas of activity where competency can be demonstrated, and examples of suitable 
evidence. So, for example, in unit C. Course Delivery, the list of areas of ‘professional 
knowledge and values’ includes points such as ‘how to select and adapt appropriate materials’, 
and the corresponding example of ‘CPD tasks and indicative evidence’ is ‘published EAP 
course material evaluation and use’ (BALEAP, 2014:19). The unit on teaching practice also 
requires teachers to undergo a number of formal classroom observations, the record of 
which is required as part of the submitted portfolio.

Completed TEAP Portfolios in total are expected to contain: the portfolio of evidence, 
a reflective account of professional practice (1,500 words, 3,500 words or 7500 words, 
depending on the award being sought) and referee statements.

In a similar vein, the British Council (in connection with BALEAP) also provides 
information regarding ‘Pathways in EAP’, a section of their website which provides information 
relating to a ‘CPD framework for teachers of EAP’. This framework, like the Accreditation 
Scheme, provides CPD information for EAP teachers at ‘entry level’, ‘experienced’ and 
‘expert’. For each stage, information is provided about possible characteristics, needs, skills to 
be developed as well as advice and suggestions for how to progress at that particular stage. To 
progress from ‘entry level’, for example, the suggestions include: understanding and actively 
engaging with the competencies in the BALEAP CFTEAP, reading EAP teacher development 
literature, especially EAP teacher handbooks, engaging with the teacher’s books for EAP 
courses, identifying experienced EAP teachers who can advise and lend materials, attending 
EAP staff development workshops and conferences, and joining relevant online discussion 
forums (BALEAP, n.d.).

The pathways also includes various indicators at each stage concerning: positive signs 
of development, ways in which teachers should be supported by their institution, things to 
beware of and how these sorts of potential dangers can be tackled by the teacher’s institution.

Whilst fully acknowledging that this scheme is, potentially, an extremely valuable 
contribution to promoting, encouraging and recognising the importance of development, 
there are three concerns relating to reflection, experienced and novice practitioners, and values 
that we wish to raise regarding the conceptual underpinning of the accreditation scheme.

First, the emphasis on reflection in the accreditation scheme reflects the new orthodoxy 
in language teacher education with a focus on (social-) constructivism (Crandall, 2000; 
Richards, 2008; Wright, 2010), emphasising teacher education (in the broadest sense) as 
theorising practice. Reflection is a ‘widely accepted’ axiom in education (Burton, 2009:298) 
and a great deal hinges on the view that reflection drives and sustains development.

However, the promise of development through reflection has been questioned on a number 
of grounds, such as: there is little evidence of a link between reflective practices and teacher 
or student performance (Akbari, 2007); reflection has a range of meanings mirroring very 
different and competing educational ideals (Fendler, 2003:20); reflective practices redefine 
theory as practice with a commitment to a relativist and subjective stance on knowledge 
and theory (Lawes, 2003:22); reflection will depend on the practitioners’ opportunities to 
participate in institutional decision making (Aoki, 2002); and academic reflective practices 
assume that teachers are unable to reflect without direction from experts (Fendler, 2003). 
These critiques of reflection and the multiple meanings attached to reflection for divergent 
ideological and educational ends raise questions as to the status, quality and purpose of 
reflective practices.
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Second, EAP practitioners often come to EAP as ‘novices’, with only a teaching qualification 
of some kind. The reality appears to be that EAP practitioner education usually takes place as 
development, and that expertise is accorded by virtue of experience. An inherent experience 
bias is evident in these schemes, which seems to reflect the general tendency in the EAP 
literature for presenting a deficiency model of ‘novice’ EAP teachers, with a seeming over-
concern for pointing out how these teachers are ill-prepared for an EAP role (see for example, 
Alexander, 2007, 2010; Bruce, 2011) and for investing their more experienced counterparts 
with greater value and privileges, solely by virtue of the fact that they have been doing the job 
for a longer period of time. A glance at the Pathways descriptors relating to ‘how to progress 
at this level’, for example, tells us that while ‘experienced teachers’ should be ‘contributing 
to articles about EAP’ and ‘attending and speaking at workshops, seminars and conferences’, 
those with less experience should only aspire to engage in ‘reading EAP teacher development 
literature’ and ‘attending EAP staff development workshops and conferences’ (BALEAP, 
n.d.). The effect is thus to limit the aspirations of teachers at the beginning of their EAP 
careers, effectively denying them a voice. In addition, the reliance on learning by a form 
of reproduction (i.e. ‘close mentoring’ from more experienced colleagues (Pathways) and 
meeting preordained descriptors (CFTEAP)) might have the effect of stifling potential for 
transformation, or failing to provide any space for innovation by newcomers (and indeed 
experienced practitioners). How EAP is to grow and develop as a praxis, when its ambitions 
for teacher development are primarily to seek to reproduce existing practice, is unclear.

There is inevitably a pragmatic need for new EAP practitioners to learn about the new 
contexts that they find themselves in, but the problem seems to be one of balance. Much 
more nuanced, sensitive and careful consideration of novice EAP practitioners’ experience, 
skills and qualifications, and how these might enhance EAP rather than simply act as a threat 
to good practice, is needed.

Finally, the BALEAP TEAP Accreditation Scheme contains a section entitled ‘Profession 
knowledge and values’ (p. 14). Among the eight areas of knowledge (including a range of 
norms, conventions and values relating to teaching and learning, feedback, assessment and 
evaluation), of particular note is the area of ‘institutional values and their implications for 
professional practice’ (ibid), which is reduced to only three domains (equality of opportunity, 
sustainability and internationalisation). Furthermore, and of greater concern, practitioners 
are required to apply knowledge of values, conventions and norms. Clearly, it is essential that 
practitioners do have knowledge of the values, norms and conventions of their institution 
and, more broadly, of academia. However, this raises a serious issue concerning the role of 
EAP practitioners in higher education, and it appears that practitioners are again cast in a 
subservient position where there is no suggestion (or encouragement) that they ought to be 
more actively engaged in shaping the values, norms and conventions of education. The casting 
of the practitioner as one who applies the rules of others is detrimental to the recognition and 
status of practitioners, and risks contributing to their (continued) marginalisation.

The framing of values is also unnecessarily restrictive. We would argue that practitioners 
should be engaging in broader research, and contributing to debates surrounding critical 
sociological and political discourse regarding higher education and its values, because 
they profoundly shape EAP. The EAP discourse community should be much more visibly 
engaged and reflexively committed to articulating and questioning perspectives on values 
(although there are examples from critical EAP pursuing this directly or indirectly, e.g. 
Appleby, 2009; Chun, 2009; Singh and Doherty, 2004; Macallister, this volume). In short, 
EAP practitioners need to reflexively articulate their own values and to question the values 
that emerge, somewhat surreptitiously at times, within the EAP discourse community.
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Concluding remarks

Tasked with surveying EAP teacher education and development, we have adopted a critical 
approach highlighting challenges, obstacles and (huge) gaps in this area, which contribute 
to a somewhat dystopic overview. Our chapter mirrors Belcher’s observation that the 
‘community that ESP professionals know the least about is their own’ (Belcher, 2012:544) 
with a tendency to neglect the needs of ESP/EAP practitioners (Richards, 1997). The status 
and marginalisation of the practitioner is a constant, if often minor, theme in the literature 
(e.g. Hall, 2013; Strauss, 2012; Robinson, 1991).

A persistent trope in the literature relates to the impoverished status of EAP practitioners, 
the reasons for which are often attributed to social/economic factors. EAP centres in UK 
universities and elsewhere are subject to ideologies and policies enforcing a neoliberal agenda 
of increasing commodification, competition, marketization and the promotion of student-
as-consumer. Stevenson and Kokkinn (2007) provide a recent litany of concerns: lack of a 
common title for professional roles, roles poorly understood by others, no clear or appropriate 
career structure, promotion or rewards system, and the increasing casualisation of teaching. 
Hamp-Lyons (2011b:4) notes that EAP in Britain is entering a period of declining status, 
citing three universities (Glamorgan, Edinburgh and Nottingham) divorcing EAP academics 
from practitioners in different departments, and renaming practitioners as support workers, 
professional or teaching-only staff. One recent and increasingly common trend is the out-
sourcing of university EAP provision to private for-profit providers.

BALEAP’s noteworthy (particularly in the absence of other initiatives) systematic 
initiatives to guide or standardise practitioner competencies, development and education 
have been singled out for critical analysis. It is significant that BALEAP has chosen to focus 
on development and education at this particular historical moment, and this could be 
interpreted at least in part as a response to fundamental changes in UK higher education 
that, as noted above, have contributed to an uncertain, fragmented and fragile professional 
environment.

BALEAP’s response both to this, and the significant expansion in demand for EAP 
practitioners, is to try to promote professionalism within EAP, and seek greater recognition 
of EAP in the wider higher education community (through education and development) by 
laying out the competencies and standards required to teach EAP. Practitioners are assimilated 
into the EAP discourse community through a norm-enforcing practitioner development 
framework. One of the unfortunate consequences of assimilation is a neglect of EAP strands 
which stress a norm-transgressing critical perspective; those that can encourage change and 
innovation rather than reproduction.

The potential for innovation and change in EAP is further hampered by the legacy of 
ESP on current EAP teaching. EAP as a profession is, it seems, capable of inflicting damage 
on itself. Turner (2004: 96) suggests that EAP has ‘colluded in its own marginalisation’. 
Hamp-Lyons (2011a:92) situates the origins of EAP as a ‘grass roots, practical response’ 
which immediately positioned EAP as poor relation and damaged the development of 
EAP as a legitimate field. This can be partly attributed to its ESP legacy of adopting ‘the 
butler’s stance’ (Raimes, 1991) – where teachers have contributed to allowing universities 
to marginalise EAP units by adopting a support role within departments (Hyland, 2012). 
The legacy of ‘the ad hoc, small-scale, quick fix attitude’ (Hamp-Lyons, 2011a:92) and 
an ‘intellectual short-cut mentality’ (Turner, 2004:97) remains as legacy of its ESP/EAP 
origins and contributes to a ‘more patchwork and fragmented field’ (ibid). This quick-fix 
attitude has persisted, particularly in presessional courses, and perpetuates the ‘maximum 
throughput of students with minimum attainment levels in the language in the shortest 
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possible time’ philosophy (Turner, 2004:97). This propagates the notion or myth that 
having achieved the minimum attainment required in the shortest period possible 
‘implies a finality’ (ibid:98). A concomitant notion is that insessional provision caters for 
weak students – what Swales eloquently calls the ‘ivory ghetto of remediation’ (Swales, 
1990:6). The focus in EAP on study skills and language work promotes the notion that 
EAP is intellectually vacuous (Turner, 2004). This raises the question of the pertinence and 
purpose of assimilating practitioners, through norm-enhancing/enforcing education and 
development into EAP practice which, potentially, maintains and reinforces marginalisation 
and perpetuates self-inflicted wounds.

We are aware that the concerns raised in this section may not resonate with all readers, and 
readers in various contexts and locations may have a different cluster of educational issues to 
contend with in their everyday professional lives. This observation highlights the need for 
more accounts of practitioner education and development globally to enable more inclusive 
and pluralistic models for education and development to emerge that better represent the 
diversity of EAP, and also federate the profession around a more comprehensive understanding 
of the needs of practitioners. The risk at the moment is that because UK initiatives, through 
BALEAP and UK universities, are the most explicit and complete models of development 
and education, they will dominate discussion, even though they are largely a response to 
(UK) specific social, economic and ideological circumstances, as well as enactments of UK 
visions of and for EAP. The relevance and pertinence of their expectations and frameworks 
to others elsewhere is unclear.

EAP practitioner development and education, regardless of context, should, we argue, be 
underpinned by reflexivity. This would entail critical understanding and assessments of the 
range of ideologies, theories, pedagogies and research that have shaped the teaching of EAP 
(such as those in this handbook). Equally significantly, reflexive education and development 
should entail developing a deep understanding of the values, socioeconomic forces and politics 
that frame local, as well as global, education and enactments of EAP. Through a thorough 
and critical understanding, practitioners can, first, begin to question, reaffirm or modify 
their own values, actions and commitments, and, second, assess the extent to which their 
values are dissonant with the values that prevail. Suggesting a worldlier, more sociologically 
informed vision of education and development enables practitioners to transform praxis 
with a deeper understanding of their own values, the values that shape their practice, the 
affordances and constraints of their educational context for transformation and, importantly, 
where norms need to be enhanced and where they can or should be transgressed.

Notes
 1 EAP and Teacher Education, 29 November 2014, Sheffield Hallam University.
 2 LSE refers to the London School of Economics and Political Sciences.
 3 NILE refers to Norwich Institute of English Language Education.
 4 SOAS refers to The School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London.
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1 Language Acquisition and
Language Learning

Settings

First Language Acquisition Settings

Long ago the Danish linguist Otto Jespersen (1922: 40) noted the stark
contrast between the almost universal and rather uniform success of
children acquiring English as their mother tongue compared to the
‘defective and inexact command’ of the language often achieved by
foreign language learners, whose success is also subject to tremendous
individual variation. Children produce their first word at about the age
of 12 months. By the age of about 18 months most children have an
active vocabulary of perhaps 50 words, that is, words they can use, not
just understand (Crystal 1986: 93; Saxton 2017: 156). By 24 months
children have a command of several hundred words and by the age of
six they can at least understand perhaps 10,000 words (Bloom and
Markson 1998: 68) or even 14,000 words (Clark 1993: 13).

However, the key to acquiring a language is the acquisition of its
syntax; in other words knowing how to combine words to form utter-
ances. Otherwise all one can do is to name things. Although there is
variation in the rate (speed) of acquisition of syntax, all children seem to
follow more or less the same path (route) (Brown 1973: 272–275). The
route remains the same because it is the relative complexity of individual
structures which determines the order in which they are acquired regard-
less of individual differences in children and the exposure they receive to
language. Clark and Clark (1977: 295) gave examples of typical utterances
by children aged between 12 months and two years eight months. These
range from one-word utterances (‘More’ at age 15 months), to two-word
utterances (‘More read’ at age 20 months), to what is sometimes called
‘telegraphic speech’ (‘Where go car?’ at age two years one month) and
finally to the production of simple sentences (‘What he can ride in?’, or
even ‘I want to open it’ at age two years eight months). Some children
are much quicker than others at moving through these stages, but,
broadly speaking, one-year-olds start with single words and before they



are two years old have progressed to two-word utterances. Telegraphic
speech, marked by reduced syntax, is characteristic of two-year-olds and
by the time they are three, children will be producing simple sentences,
some of which may be fully acceptable in the adult language although
others such as ‘What he can ride in?’ will still be grammatically deviant
(Clark and Clark 1977; Crystal 1986; Saxton 2017).

Just being exposed to language, for example by overhearing the con-
versations of others, listening to the radio or watching TV, is not enough
to acquire a language (Saxton 2017: 95–96). Children can pick up some
vocabulary from overheard language or TV but they cannot acquire
syntax in this way without interpersonal interaction (Saxton 2017: 96).
Language acquisition is intimately linked to the child’s own social inter-
active needs from the very start (Bloom and Tinker 2001). Even before
babies utter their first words at about 12 months of age, people talk to
them as if they understood what is being said, and babies do understand
some words before they can say their first words. Between the ages of six
months and one year children develop the ability to engage in ‘joint
attention’, that is, ‘the simultaneous engagement of two or more indivi-
duals in mental focus on a single external object of attention’ (Pence
Turnbull and Justice 2017: 137). An example would be a parent holding
up a toy for a child to look at, or looking at pictures with a child. Joint
attention seems to be important for early word learning (Adamson and
Chance 1998: 28).

Once they start to speak, children are trying to produce meaningful
utterances rather than just reeling off isolated words (Clark and Clark
1977: 314–316; Elliot 1984: 57; Pence Turnbull and Justice 2017:
180–181). Thus, ‘more’ may mean ‘I want some more’ and ‘no’ may
mean ‘I don’t want to go to bed, thank you very much.’ Toddlers try
to communicate even though they cannot make all the sounds of the
language, do not know the right word and cannot produce full
sentences (Clark and Clark 1977: 295, 397–401, 492–496; Saxton
2017: 151–156; 240–244). Child language represents a systematically
simplified linguistic system at the phonological, lexical and syntactic
levels. At the phonological level, for example, because the voiced velar
stop /ɡ/ is more difficult to make than the voiced alveolar stop /d/, /d/
may be substituted for /ɡ/ by two-year-olds, so that ‘go’ becomes ‘doe’
and ‘garden’ becomes ‘darden’ (see Pence Turnbull and Justice 2017:
166–167 on phonological simplification). At the lexical level, ‘garden’
may be used for gardens, parks and all open countryside as well
(lexical overextension, see Pence Turnbull and Justice 2017: 179). At
the syntactic level, ‘grammatical words’ such as articles and preposi-
tions will be omitted so that ‘telegraphic speech’ will be produced (see
Pence Turnbull and Justice 2017: 173). A combination of phonological,
lexical and syntactic reduction might result in ‘doe darden’ for ‘I want
to go to the park.’

2 Language Acquisition and Language Learning



Since it is often not clear to adults what the child wants to say,
children are constantly being asked to restate. Adults go to great
efforts to try to understand what the child wants to express and
frequently ask the child questions to find out what it means. Such
questions are termed ‘clarification questions’ (Demetras et al. 1986).
They are also found in conversations with foreign language learners
(Lightbown and Spada 2013 140; Sheen and Ellis 2011). Brown and
Hanlon (1970) found that adults are more interested in understanding
what the child wants to say than in correcting its errors and tend to
correct only factual errors explicitly. However, factual corrections
from the adult’s perspective may in some cases be language corrections
from the child’s point of view, as in, ‘No, that’s a purple sweater, not
a blue one’ (example from Saxton 2017: 104). Saxton (2017: 110–111)
also suggests that clarification questions may sometimes be posed
when a child makes a grammatical error.

Adults modify their speech style for children so that ‘child-directed
speech’ forms a special variety or register of language (Saxton 2017: 88,
112–116; Pence Turnbull and Justice 2017: 48–49). One feature of this
register is repetition of the child’s preceding utterance before the adult
moves on with new information. This constitutes approval of what the
child has said both factually and linguistically and helps to keep the
conversation on track. If the child’s last utterance was deviant, the adult
tends to repeat it in part but modify it or, in the case of telegraphic
utterances, expand it so that it is an acceptable adult language utterance.
These repetitions with variation are termed ‘recasts’. In this way, adults
keep the conversation going while expanding the syntax of the child’s
telegraphic utterances, improving morphology and making lexical
improvements as they go along rather than always interrupting and
explicitly correcting the child. ‘Recasts’, like clarification questions,
function as implicit corrective feedback to the child (Demetras et al.
1986; Saxton 2017: 102–107).

Whether all this is sufficient to explain how children acquire the
language is unclear. After all, some parents just say, ‘Shut up and eat
your chips.’ Yet these children also acquire English. The nativist school
of thought, associated with the American linguist Noam Chomsky,
maintains that the progress in language acquisition which children make
in the first few years of their lives is so rapid that they cannot be starting
from scratch, cannot be a tabula rasa, but must have some sort of
biological predisposition to acquire grammar; a sort of genetically estab-
lished blueprint of the common or universal grammatical rules or
principles which all languages obey. This is what is meant by universal
grammar (Chomsky 1965: 6–9, 30–37 and see Saxton 2017, Chapters 8–
10; Aitchison 2008, Chapters 3–7 for critical discussion). The blueprint
would have to be for universal grammar rather than the grammar of any
specific language because children will acquire whatever language (or
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languages) they are exposed to in infancy, as countless examples of
internationally adopted children show.

The fascinating thing about first language acquisition is that it proceeds
incidentally and in step with cognitive development (Saville-Troike and
Barto 2017: 19). This is why the term ‘acquisition’ is used rather than
‘learning’. Children ‘pick up’ their first language in the first few years of
life provided people talk to them and they talk back. They do not have
to learn their mother tongue deliberately, nor do they get any instruction
in it. They are not taught it by their mother, father, siblings and
playmates in the way that a teacher teaches a foreign language (Lenneberg
1967: 125; Aitchison 2008: 71; Saxton 2017: 214–215). Even the most
devoted parent does not say, ‘I am going to sit down with three-year-old
Mary for two hours this afternoon to teach her some new vocabulary,
revise the present simple and continuous tenses and practise the “th”
sounds with her.’ Yet by the age of five or six children can carry on
conversations with other children and even with adults, provided the
adults make some concessions to them (Pence Turnbull and Justice 2017:
61, 211–213).

Whereas children acquire or pick up the skills of listening and speak-
ing incidentally, they do have to be taught how to read and write. This
usually starts in primary school, and the primary school years are
marked by further massive vocabulary expansion, perhaps on average
six new words per day between the ages of six and eight years(!) (Bloom
and Markson 1998: 68; Saxton 2017: 160–161). However, in the early
school years children also develop a better understanding of words they
already know, for example ‘ask’ versus ‘tell’, and they start to use
various clause-linking words such as ‘anyway’, ‘otherwise’ and ‘actually’
(Crystal 1986: 180–182). In writing, they progress from at first just
stringing sentences together by ‘and’ to gradually producing complex
sentences with a main clause and a subordinate clause linked by subordi-
nating conjunctions (Hunt 1965, 1970). A further development is that they
begin to command a variety of different speech styles and adapt their
speech to situation, learning that you talk to teachers differently from the
way you talk to other children and that you write differently from the way
you talk (Crystal 1986: 188–189; Lightbown and Spada 2013: 14). Meta-
linguistic awareness (awareness of how language works) also starts to
develop. Dawning metalinguistic awareness is manifested in the ability to
play with language (Crystal 1986: 185–188, 1998). This is responsible for
those corny language jokes, which children find so hilarious (Lightbown
and Spada 2013: 13). When my nephew was about seven, he said, ‘I’d tell
you a joke about a broken pencil, only it has no point.’

The neurologist Eric Lenneberg (1967: 142–179) suggested there is
a ‘critical period’ for acquisition of the native language (or languages)
which closes off at puberty at the latest. Lenneberg noted that the
mentally retarded can make slow but steady progress in language
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acquisition until puberty, but then make no further progress. They seem
to run out of time. He cited two further sources of evidence to support
the critical period hypothesis. The first source is documented cases of
various unfortunate children who were for whatever reason deprived of
people to talk to them from infancy, with the result that they did not
learn to speak. Such children find it difficult to acquire language in later
childhood, even with specialist instruction (see Saxton 2017: 62–73;
Lightbown and Spada 2013: 22–23; Saville-Troike and Barto 2017:
88–89). The second sort of evidence comes from clinical data on patients
who have suffered language loss because of brain injury. Young children
who suffer brain injury involving language loss can re-acquire language
relatively quickly, presumably by using other areas of the brain. How-
ever, due to progressive loss of brain plasticity, this process becomes
increasingly more difficult, slower and less complete the older the child is
when injury occurs, and after puberty complete recovery may apparently
often be virtually impossible.

Bilingual Settings

It is quite possible under appropriate conditions for children to grow up
simultaneously acquiring two or even three languages from birth as if
each were the native language (Romaine 1995; Baker and Wright 2017:
88–98; Brown 2014: 66; Paradis 2009: 123). This is simultaneous bilingu-
alism. The two languages develop synchronously from infancy in keeping
with cognitive development. For this to work, the children need to have
adequate exposure to each language and appropriate people to speak to
in each language. As in monolingual settings, personal interaction is
necessary. Patterson (2002) found that the vocabulary of bilingual tod-
dlers aged 21–27 months was significantly related to being read to in each
language but not to watching TV. It is also important that the two
languages are kept apart for the child and not mixed. This is ensured,
for example, by one parent speaking only one language to the child and
the other parent speaking only the other language (‘the one parent, one
language principle’), although there are other successful paths to bilingu-
alism (see Romaine 1995: 183–185; Baker and Wright 2017: 91–93). In
the early years the languages may be acquired rather more slowly than if
only one language were involved (Brown 2014: 67). For further discus-
sion of simultaneous bilingualism, see Serratrice (2013) and Montrul
(2008: 94–97).

If acquisition of a second language begins after the age of three years,
this is no longer referred to as simultaneous bilingualism but as ‘con-
secutive (or sequential) bilingualism’ (Lightbown and Spada 2013: 30;
Baker and Wright 2017: 3, 88, 109, 432). The older the child is when
the second language is first introduced, the more likely it is that the child
will retain a foreign accent in the second language. Oyama (1976), for
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example, conducted a study of 60 Italian immigrants to the USA. Native
speakers were asked to rate the subjects’ accents. It was found that
number of years spent in the USA had no effect on accent, but the
younger subjects were on arrival, the less marked their accent was.
According to (Paradis 2009: 110), phonology (accent) may actually be
affected from the age of five or six years onwards.

Presence or absence of a foreign accent may not be a good guide to
completeness of language acquisition as a whole. There are indeed some
famous examples of people who were introduced to English very late,
retained a foreign accent but became consummate masters of the lan-
guage. The English novelist Joseph Conrad (originally Józef Teodor
Konrad Korzeniowski), for instance, a native speaker of Polish who
acquired his English at sea after he joined the French(!) navy at the age
of 16 and then the British merchant navy at the age of 19, retained
a distinct Polish accent in his English until the end of his life. The
German-born former American Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger,
who emigrated to the USA when he was 15, also retains a recognisable
German accent. It seems in fact that, for second language acquisition,
there are a series of sensitive periods for various aspects of language or,
to put it another way, different aspects of language are differentially age-
sensitive (Seliger 1978). Phonology (accent) is more age-sensitive than
grammar, and grammar more age-sensitive than vocabulary, which can
continue to be acquired throughout life (Taylor 1978; Paradis 2009).

This is not to say that a nativelike accent cannot be acquired by hard
work in later childhood and beyond, at least by some people. Bongaerts
et al. (1995) found that a panel of four native speakers was unable to
identify the pronunciation of a small group of specially chosen Dutch
university teachers of English with excellent pronunciation as sounding
non-native compared to a control group of native speakers. Yet the
Dutch subjects had all started learning English at age 12 at school and
none of them had visited an English-speaking country before the age
of 15.

In a pioneering study by Patkowski (1980) native speakers were asked to
judge transcriptions of conversations held with 67 highly educated immi-
grants to the USA, all of whom had been resident for at least five years.
Thus, the phonological element was removed. It was found that those who
were six years or younger on arrival in the USA were generally judged to
be indistinguishable or barely distinguishable from Americans who had
grown up in the USA speaking English from the start. For those subjects
who immigrated between the ages of six and sixteen, the older the child was
when it immigrated, the more likely it was that its English was not native-
like even after a number of years living in the USA. Those who immigrated
after the age of about 16 were generally recognisable as not being native
speakers of English, even after many years of residence in the USA. Other
studies of US immigrants of various language backgrounds broadly
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support these findings (Johnson and Newport 1989; DeKeyser 2000; Chis-
wick and Miller 2008). DeKeyser (2012: 447–454) reviews various studies
of the relationship between immigrants’ age of arrival in their new country
and their later proficiency in the second language.

However, whereas immigration at an early age virtually guarantees
nativelike acquisition, late immigration does not exclude this as
a possibility, particularly if accent is left out of account. The Patkowski
(1980) study found a lot of individual variation in attainment, with
a small minority of the late immigrants indeed achieving nativelike or
near-nativelike mastery. Just what this means is debatable. One would
expect a truly biological barrier to operate across the board with no
exceptions, so it seems likely that the barriers to complete acquisition in
later childhood and adulthood are social and affective as well as biologi-
cal (Herschensohn 2007: 173–182; Montrul 2008). It is also possible that
at least some age-related biological handicaps can be compensated for by
using general cognitive abilities, at least by some people (Selinker 1972;
Krashen 1982a; Paradis 2009).

Singleton and Muñoz (2011) argue that a wide range of cognitive,
social and cultural variables interact, including to what extent immigrants
continue to be exposed to the first language or not. It may be that it is
actually the firm establishment of the native language which is the main
obstacle to nativelike acquisition of a second language (Paradis 2009:
133–136; Montrul 2008: 22, 262–268). If exposure to the first language
ceases when exposure to the second language begins, as in the case of
international adoptees, for example, then attrition (loss) of the first
language may be dramatic and the second language takes over as the
new first language. This is referred to as ‘sequential monolingualism’ (see
Higby and Obler 2015: 647).

Classroom Settings

Classroom settings are necessarily impoverished acquisition environ-
ments. To compensate for the limited quantitative and qualitative expo-
sure to the language available in the classroom, and to take advantage of
the developing cognitive abilities of the older child, language teaching
often involves three components in various weightings:

• explaining how the language works (instruction)
• providing the learner with opportunities for using the language

(practice)
• providing feedback on learner performance (especially error correction)

The higher level of ultimate achievement which younger starters are
likely to attain relative to older starters in naturalistic environments
does not necessarily apply to classroom learners. Younger children are
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better at implicit acquisition than older children, but acquisition requires
massive amounts of exposure not available in the classroom (Paradis
2009). Older children, on the other hand, are better (faster) than younger
children at explicit learning of languages (and other school subjects)
because of their greater cognitive maturity, but their ability to implicitly
acquire is declining in the school years. In the long term the age at which
the child started to learn the foreign language does not seem to be
particularly significant for attainment in the educational system (see
Singleton and Muñoz 2011; Pfenninger and Singleton 2017).

Vocabulary is the aspect of language which seems to be least age-
sensitive. Nature seems to have recognised that our language equip-
ment must include a facility for updating lexis throughout our lives
(Libben and Goral 2015: 641; Jarema and Libben 2007: 3). This means
that foreign language learners can over many years continue to acquire
vocabulary and in some cases even catch up with or surpass mono-
lingual native speakers, particularly in certain areas of specialist
vocabulary.

Language-Learning Error

Contrastive versus Non-Contrastive Error

Errors which learners produce when speaking or writing in a foreign
language have received much attention from language teaching theor-
ists. Lado (1957: vii) argued that by analysing the points of difference
between the native language and culture and the language and culture
to be learned (contrastive analysis) one would be able to predict the
difficulties learners would encounter. It seems reasonable to assume
that error would be likely to occur at these points of difference.
However, whereas contrastive analysis tends to predict phonological
(pronunciation) error well, for grammar, vocabulary and pragmatics
(utterance meaning) it is a less reliable predictor (Brown 2014: 257).
Beyond the phonological level, it seems that the influence of the first
language is by no means the only factor influencing error. There are
certain errors in English which speakers of many different first lan-
guages tend to make, for example in the tense system or in preposition
choice. Such errors are termed non-contrastive or developmental
errors in contradistinction to contrastive errors, which are attributable
to negative interference from the mother tongue (Richards 1974).
Some errors, however, may be influenced by both developmental and
contrastive factors (Selinker et al. 1975). There are other influences on
error too, including the unfortunate effects of imperfect teaching
(Selinker 1972; Brown 2014: 261). For a review of studies on contras-
tive and non-contrastive errors, see Falla Wood (2017).
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Overt versus Covert Error

A quite different distinction is that between ‘overt’ error and ‘covert’
error (Corder 1971). Overt error involves formal incorrectness as in,
*‘She live in England.’ (A preceding asterisk (*) marks a formally
unacceptable word, phrase or sentence.) Covert error results when
learners say something which is formally acceptable in English but
does not mean what they meant to say, as in, ‘If this is your first visit
to our country, you are welcome to it’ (notice reportedly seen in
a hotel). Identifying covert error can be very difficult because you can
never be sure about what someone really meant to say. However, even
overt error is a very elusive phenomenon. This is partly because there
are two broad approaches to the identification of error. One is based
on codified rules as found in grammar books and dictionaries. The
other is based on native-speaker judgements. This is sometimes called
the difference between correctness criteria and acceptability criteria.
There are problems with both approaches and there seems to be
a borderline area of infelicitous utterances. These infelicities may be
of two sorts: either not correct but acceptable (‘not right, but you can
say it’) or, conversely, correct but not acceptable (‘right but you don’t
say it’) (Azevedo 1980).

Global versus Local Error

Burt and Kiparsky (1974) drew a helpful distinction for describing and
understanding grammatical error. They identified ‘local’ and ‘global’
grammatical errors. Local grammatical errors include errors of verb
and noun morphology, article use, preposition choice, concord (agree-
ment), tense choice and many more. Such errors are relatively easy to
pinpoint and easy to correct. They often violate a specific grammar
rule and occur within a single clause. By contrast, global errors are
difficult to pinpoint and more difficult to correct because they occur at
the clause or sentence level. It is global errors which tend to seriously
impede communication, involving, as they do, sentence connectors,
tense continuity across clauses, word order, sentence structure, co-
ordination and subordination. When global errors occur in writing, we
teachers just tend to put those wavy lines under the whole sentence
instead of correcting them, so that the learner is not helped at all.
Sometimes we may write something cryptic in angry red ink, such as
‘Expression!’ or ‘Syntax!’ or ‘Not clear!’ or ‘Meaning?’ There is evi-
dence that native speakers who are not teachers tend to regard global
errors that disturb communication as the serious errors, whereas non-
native-speaker teachers tend to focus on local formal accuracy criteria,
with native-speaker teachers occupying a middle ground (Hughes and
Lascararatou 1982; Davies 1983).
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Language-Learner Language

In 1967, the Edinburgh applied linguist Pit Corder published perhaps the
seminal article for our modern understanding of foreign language learn-
ing. It was tellingly entitled ‘The significance of learners’ errors’ and
suggested that there is system in a learner’s errors. Corder (1967) viewed
the foreign language learner as being engaged on a voyage of linguistic
discovery involving testing out hypotheses about the way the language
works. He suggested learners may be following a sort of ‘inbuilt sylla-
bus’, the ordering of which may be quite distinct from that of the
external syllabus they are ostensibly following. From this perspective,
learners have to go through the process of making errors as part of their
hypothesis testing. They have to proceed by trial and error. If learners
do not make errors, they will not get any better. Learners learn from
their errors. Corder (1967) suggested that learners’ errors will define
what he termed their ‘transitional competence’, a term which alludes to
Chomsky’s famous distinction between ‘competence’ and ‘performance’
(Chomsky 1965: 4). ‘Competence’ refers to the native speaker’s inter-
nalised language system in contradistinction to ‘performance’, which is
the language a speaker actually produces with all its surface
imperfections.

In summary, according to Corder:

• Errors are a necessary part of linguistic development and represent
the discrepancy between the learner’s transitional competence and
the target language (language to be learned).

• The learner’s inbuilt syllabus may determine the order in which the
grammar is acquired, and studying learners’ errors may supply clues
to this order.

• A distinction can be drawn between ‘errors’ (of competence) and
‘mistakes’ (that is, performance slips or lapses). The latter are unsys-
tematic and therefore do not provide data on transitional
competence.

• An analysis of learners errors can function as a window on the
learner’s transitional competence and help the teacher to plan future
teaching (error analysis).

However, error does not tell the whole story about the learner’s pro-
blems with the language since language deficit does not necessarily show
up as error. The most obvious example is that learners may avoid
structures which they are unsure of. Schachter (1974) found that learners
who did not have relative clauses in their native language tended to avoid
them in written work and use alternative structures in English, whereas
learners who did have relative clauses in their mother tongue tended to
use them more and hence made more mistakes.
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The idea of transitional competence was taken up and developed by
Selinker (1972), who coined the term ‘interlanguage’ for what is nowadays
termed ‘learner language’. He suggested that learners develop a simplified
linguistic system in order to communicate. This system is permeable (open
to outside influences), dynamic, (developing) and systematic (regular cor-
respondences between forms and meanings) (Selinker 1972; Selinker et al.
1975; Tarone et al. 1976). Schumann (1978) compared learner language to
pidgin forms of languages, which are also simplified systems for basic
communicative purposes. Most learners seem, however, to stop develop-
ing in the direction of the target language at some point, at least in certain
aspects of their language – pronunciation being the most obvious one.
Selinker (1972) coined the term ‘fossilisation’ for such a state. Fossilised
interlanguage has lost its permeability and dynamism but retains its
systematicity (see Brown 2014: 264–266; Han and Odlin 2006; Han 2012).

No two learners will have identical learner languages, for each learner forges
his or her own language development along a path unique to that learner. This
route is influenced by external factors (the learner’s individual language-
learning experience) as well as internal factors (age, motivation and person-
ality). Even within a single learner the learner language will vary according to
linguistic and non-linguistic context, although context will not explain all the
variation found, so that some variation would appear to be non-systematic.
This non-systematic variation will include performance slips ormistakes (with
reference to the learner’s usual language use), but also free variability among
some forms (Ellis 1985: 76). Thus, although learner language is ‘systematic’
and errors are not random, the system may be difficult to detect.

The idea of ‘variable rules’ was introduced by Elaine Tarone to
account for contextual variation in language-learner speech. She argued
that production in the foreign language will vary systematically according
to task and proposed her ‘continuum paradigm’, in which a language
learner’s speech styles may be ordered along a continuum of how much
attention is paid to speech, with what she called the ‘vernacular style’
(colloquial speech) showing the most regular patterns, while other styles
show more variation (Tarone 1988). This implies that if researchers,
teachers or testers want to get a true picture of the learner language,
then they should observe natural conversation. However, if the learners
know they are being observed, then the naturalness may be affected since
the presence of the observer will result in attention being paid to speech
and very likely the learner will focus on trying to be correct. This is the
‘observer’s paradox’ (Labov 1972/1978: 209–210). Writing produced in
highly formal situations, such as examinations, is also likely to be a very
poor reflection of the learner’s underlying competence, since the learner
has time to reflect, correct and edit. Homework is even less reliable as
a guide to the true state of the learner language since additional external
sources such as dictionaries can be used and these will influence the
language produced.
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The Monitor Model of Classroom Language Learning

The idea of variation in language-learner language was taken up by
Krashen (1981, 1982b), who distinguished between ‘monitored’ and
‘unmonitored’ production. This distinction formed the basis of his
Monitor Model. Krashen (1981, 1982b) argues that language acquisition
is an unconscious process which will only occur if learners are exposed
to language input which is neither too easy nor too difficult. This ideal
input should be at a level which, although just beyond what learners
could produce themselves, is nevertheless understandable for them in
context. Such input is termed ‘comprehensible input’ at the ‘i+1 level’.
Anything which is consciously learned about the language, especially
language rules, does not contribute to the unconscious process of
language acquisition. The Monitor Model maintains, in fact, that class-
room learners are building up two separate knowledge systems: an
unconscious or acquired system and a conscious or learned system. It
hinges on the idea that there are no links between the two systems,
conscious learning or knowledge about the language being available only
as a monitor which can edit or make changes to what the ‘acquired
system’ produces. This can be done either just before production,
involving hesitation while the change in plan is made, or after produc-
tion, involving self-correction (Krashen 1982b: 15).

For learners to be able to monitor their speech effectively, two condi-
tions have to be satisfied: they have to be free from time pressure and
their focus of attention has to be on formal correctness rather than on
communication. The theory also holds that learners differ individually in
terms of how much they use the monitor, there being ‘over-users’ and
‘under-users’ (Krashen 1978). The ‘optimal monitor-user’ would monitor
appropriately according to the specific communicative situation and
whether priority is to be given to accuracy or to fluency. Furthermore,
older children and adults will be more likely to use the monitor than
young children so as to compensate for their diminishing ability to
acquire naturalistically with increasing age and to take advantage of
their greater cognitive abilities.

However, Krashen (1982a) argues that the main barriers to language
acquisition after puberty may be not so much biological as affective. The
minority of adult learners who do successfully acquire a second language
very effectively (Selinker 1972) may owe their success to having over-
come the inhibitions which tend to block naturalistic acquisition after
puberty. In this way they may somehow reactivate the original acquisi-
tion path. Krashen refers to this as ‘lowering the affective filter’. The
affective filter (or barrier) is assumed to be lowered in low-anxiety
situations and raised in face-threatening, high-anxiety situations. Indivi-
duals themselves differ in their anxiety thresholds.
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The teaching implications of monitor theory for classroom language
teaching are that learners should be provided with appropriate exposure
to the language (comprehensible input at the i+1 level) in a low-anxiety
situation rather than being supplied with knowledge about the language.
Krashen and Terrell (1983/1998) suggested various classroom activities to
promote such exposure. For adults and adolescents rather than children,
however, monitor theory holds that such an approach might profitably
be supplemented with formal teaching since older learners can more
effectively use the monitor.

The Monitor Model has remained controversial, especially its conten-
tion that ‘learning’ cannot become ‘acquisition’. It has also been objected
that the distinction between ‘conscious’ and ‘unconscious’ as the defining
distinction between ‘learning’ and ‘acquisition’ is not helpful since con-
sciousness is in any case a continuum not a dichotomy (McLaughlin
1990a; Searle 1992). The distinction between ‘learning’ and ‘acquisition’
seems to correspond to the distinction between ‘declarative knowledge’
and ‘procedural knowledge’ in cognitive science, although Krashen him-
self does not use the terms. Declarative knowledge is factual knowledge
(‘knowing that … ’) and procedural knowledge is skill (‘knowing how
to … ’). The Monitor Model appears to adopt an extreme non-interface
position on the relationship between the two sorts of knowledge. Scho-
lars who hold an interface position would argue that explanations, for
example of grammar, vocabulary or how to make the ‘th’ sounds, are
generally helpful for foreign language learners and that what is learned
consciously in the classroom can by dint of practice become part of the
acquired language system and be available for spontaneous use. For
critical appraisal of the Monitor Model and discussion of the interface
versus the non-interface positions, see Ellis (1985: 215–247), McLaughlin
et al. (1983), McLaughlin (1987: 133–153), Brown (2014: 288–293),
Saville-Troike and Barto (2017: 47–48, 78–81), Lightbown and Spada
(2013: 106–107) and Paradis (2009).

Automatisation

A distinction is drawn in cognitive science between two modes of
cognitive processing: ‘controlled’ and ‘automatic’. Controlled processing
is involved in the early stages of mastering a skill but with practice
processing becomes progressively automatised. Complex skills such as
carrying on a conversation, driving a car or playing tennis involve
a hierarchical series of sub-tasks. Human beings are limited-capacity
information processors, so that in using language, as in driving a car or
playing tennis, they are able to focus attention on only a limited number
of things at a time, and this focussed attention may be at a greater or
lesser level of consciousness. The process of language acquisition may
thus be regarded as proceeding stepwise or cyclically, with focus
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constantly switching to new aspects of the language over weeks or
months, with some items being more in focus than others at any
particular point in time. In the early stages of learning English, even
pronouncing the sounds may be a painstaking process requiring much
effort and concentration. Beginning learners who have problems with the
‘th’ sounds, for example, may need to concentrate on putting their
tongue in the correct position on their upper teeth and expelling just
enough air to make an acceptable sound.

At lower-intermediate levels of proficiency, although pronunciation may
now have become partly automatised, learners may have to focus attention
on making grammatical choices while speaking, and lexical choice may also
involve much slow searching for words. These are controlled processes. As
learners become more proficient, however, phonology, grammar and much
lexical choice may become largely automatic and production can proceed in
larger phrasal units rather than word by word (automatic processing). This
is because, with increased practice, individual sub-components of the task
are bundled together into modules and performance is speeded up because
each sub-component does not have to be focussed on separately any more.
The automatisation of lower-level processes means that learners have more
attentional capacity available while speaking to concentrate on higher-order
aspects of production, such as discourse planning, attention to using an
appropriate style, use of idiomatic language and more varied and complex
syntax. They can also focus attention on their interlocutor. Only if enough
attentional capacity is available will they be able to notice the discrepancies
between aspects of their learner-English and the English of their interlocu-
tors and then modify their own language accordingly.

At the neurological level, it is assumed that learning to perform a sub-task
such as pronouncing the ‘th’ sounds, changing gear or shifting grip on the
tennis racquet for a backhand stroke involves activating a particular set of
neural impulses in the brain to form a circuit across the synaptic nodes which
join nerve cells. The more often the same neural pattern is activated (prac-
tice), the more established the pathways become, rather like the difference
between treading a path through undergrowth for the first time and treading
a well-trodden path. As performers become better with practice at a complex
skill such as speaking a foreign language, driving a car or playing tennis, many
lower-level skills, such as pronunciation, changing gear or shifting one’s grip
on the racquet for a backhand stroke, become progressively automatised.

Schneider and Shiffrin (1977: 51) defined controlled processing as:

… a temporary activation of nodes in a sequence that is not yet
learned. It is relatively easy to set up, modify and utilise in new
situations. It requires attention, uses up short-term capacity, and is
often serial in nature.

(Schneider and Shiffrin 1977: 51)
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Automatic processing, by contrast:

… is triggered by appropriate inputs and then operates indepen-
dently of the subject’s control. Automatic sequences do not require
attention, though they may attract it if training is appropriate, and
they do not use up short-term capacity.

(Ibid.)

Speech production necessarily involves an optimal blend of controlled
and automatic processes, correctly adapted to situation. Whereas exces-
sive reliance on controlled processes makes for hesitant, non-fluent,
effortful production, too much automatisation, sometimes called ‘false
fluency’, is not ideal either. It results in over-reliance on clichés, in lack
of originality and flexibility and what is produced may be perceived by
the listener as shallow and superficial patter.

Restructuring

Language acquisition involves not just automatisation but also restruc-
turing of the learner language to bring it closer to the target language
(McLaughlin 1990b; Gass and Selinker 2008: 230–238). Automatisation
involves improving fluency and restructuring involves improving lan-
guage correctness. There is a trade-off relationship between the two, for
the more highly automatised deviant language sub-systems become – for
example non-nativelike pronunciation of ‘th’, deviant past-tense forms or
overextension of word meanings – the more difficult it is to restructure
them. The initial stages of restructuring involve controlled processes,
which are effortful and slow down production. As well as sounding less
fluent, learners may also appear to be backsliding (Selinker 1972). That is
to say, new errors may be introduced as the system is being reorganised
and before restructuring is complete. This pattern is termed U-shaped
behaviour (McLaughlin 1990b; Altarriba and Basnight-Brown 2013: 126).

Hakuta (1976) showed in a now famous case-study that in restructuring
their internal grammars learners are driven by two conflicting tendencies.
One is to make their grammar internally consistent and the other is to
make it externally consistent, that is, to adapt it to the language they hear
around them. The subject of the study was a five-year-old Japanese girl
called Uguisu who was acquiring English naturalistically in the United
States. The study started five months after she had arrived in the USA
and lasted for 15 months. One of the structures the study focussed on
was embedded ‘how to’ clauses. By the third month of the study Uguisu
was producing embedded ‘how to’ clauses with near 100% accuracy.
Then they declined to zero accuracy. However, from the 11th to the 13th
month of the study 50% accuracy was achieved: a remarkable example of
U-shaped behaviour.
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It was possible to identify a number of stages in Uguisu’s acquisition
of the structure. In the first stage, ‘I know how to’ + infinitive was
learned as a ‘chunk’ or memorised pattern for a small number of specific
verbs, for example ‘I know how to ride a bike’, ‘I know how to swim.’ In
the second stage, the pattern was extended to other verbs, such as ‘show’
and ‘tell’ (‘I show you how to …’, ‘I tell you how to …’). In the third
stage, the infinitive element in the pattern was erroneously replaced by
an interrogative structure introduced by an interrogative adverb and with
inversion of subject and verb as in, *‘I know how do you write this.’

Hakuta suggests this backsliding at stage three occurred because
Uguisu was (presumably unconsciously) motivated by the need to
achieve internal consistency with her other interrogative embedded
sentences, which at this stage consisted of sentence + interrogative
structure as in, ‘I know where do you live.’ He predicted that in time
she would have restructured her deviant ‘how’ embedded clauses appro-
priately, but unfortunately the study had to be concluded before this had
happened. However, the other interrogative embeddings were progres-
sing to the norms of English at the end of the study (that is, with no
inversion in the embedding).

Connectionism

A related but distinct theoretical approach to language acquisition within
cognitive theory is that of connectionism. Connectionism provides
a theory of how words, phrases and whole utterances may be linked in
the mind. It builds on the idea of neural pathways becoming progres-
sively more firmly established by repeated use, but adds a sociolinguistic
component to the psycholinguistic one by additionally stressing the
importance of the specific contexts in which ‘chunks’ of language are
experienced and used. In other words, words, phrases or even utterances
are stored with a tag on their remembered contexts. This includes both
the linguistic context and the extralinguistic or social context: the
remembered social context may include who the speaker was, who the
addressee was and in what setting the chunk was heard. This is why it is
easier to remember language experienced in a memorable context. The
same applies quid pro quo to language met in reading.

A connectionist approach to language acquisition thus sees multiple
or branching neural interconnections becoming established in the
mind. These link remembered ‘chunks’ of language not only intralin-
guistically (sound, meaning and grammatical links), but also extralin-
guistically (similar contexts of use). Intralinguistic links involve
linguistic memory, while extralinguistic links tap into episodic
memory, or memory of our own personal experience. Remembered
context then forges links between words, phrases and utterances in
memory so that one linguistic element activates others from shared
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contexts in a chain-like fashion (‘spreading activation’). Connectionism
elegantly accounts for the fact that such links in the mind will be, on
the one hand, idiosyncratic to each individual’s linguistic and cultural
experience but also shared by members of the speech community. It
also accounts elegantly for the fact that language experienced in real-
life contexts is more easily retained than language learned out of
context. The clear implication is that languages are best acquired by
using them.

Language-Learning Strategies

The Good Language Learner

Language-learning processes operate largely outside the learner’s con-
scious control. Language-learning strategies, by contrast, are ‘activities
consciously chosen by learners for the purpose of regulating their own
language learning’ (Griffiths 2008: 87). Whereas language-acquisition
processes are universal, biologically determined and inevitable, language-
learning strategies are individual, part of cognitively directed problem-
solving behaviour and optional. The learner also has to be suitably
motivated in order to employ them. There seems to be a link between
success in language learning and the employment of appropriate lan-
guage-learning strategies (Rubin 1975; Stern 1975; Naiman et al. 1978;
Griffiths 2008; Chen et al. 2020). Studies of successful language learners
in mixed environments where both tuition and exposure to speakers of
English are available indicate that these individuals tend to employ the
following strategies:

• They focus on language both as a formal system and a means of
communication.

• Both inside and outside the classroom they actively involve them-
selves in speaking so that they can learn the language by using it.

• They do not expect to understand everything but this does not
prevent them from participating.

• They employ inferencing skills to follow the drift of what is being
said.

• When they are speaking, they try to paraphrase their way through
lexical gaps they may experience rather than letting communication
fail.

• They are sensitive to feedback and try to learn from their mistakes
but are not afraid of taking risks and losing face by making mistakes.

• According to the communicative situation, they place more or less
emphasis on fluency versus formal correctness, at times experiment-
ing with their language, at other times playing safe.
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• They are not only responsive to corrective feedback but are also
sensitive to how their interlocutors react emotionally to what they
say, that is they pay attention to socio-affective feedback.

• They are flexible in choosing an appropriate strategy for the appro-
priate task and situation.

(Rubin and Thompson 1994; Griffiths 2008; Oxford 2011: 15)

Strategies of Young Children in Naturalistic Environments

In a now famous study of four Mexican children aged five to eight years
who were acquiring English naturalistically in mainstream school classes
in California, Wong Fillmore (1976) identified cognitive and social
strategies which the children adopted. Cognitive strategies ‘enable the
learner to figure out how the new language is structured, to interpret
meanings in it and to begin expressing themselves when using it’ (Wong
Fillmore 1976: 633). Social strategies ‘have to do with finding ways to
receive input on which to base the language learning and on making
efficient use of the social setting in which language is used as an aid in
that learning’ (ibid.). Five cognitive and three social strategies were
identified, which Wong Fillmore couched in the form of commands as
follows:

Cognitive strategies
• Assume that what people are saying is directly relevant to the

situation at hand or what you are experiencing (metastrategy: guess).
• Get some expressions you understand and start talking.
• Look for recurring parts in the formulae you know.
• Make the most of what you have (overextension of word meaning).
• Work on big things and save the details for later.

Social strategies
• Join a group and act as if you understand what is going on even if

you do not.
• Give the impression – with a few well-chosen words – that you can

speak the language (formulae).
• Count on your friends for help (interaction, negotiation of meaning).

(Wong Fillmore 1976: 633)

Strategies of Classroom Learners

Pioneering work by O’Malley and Chamot (1990) found that classroom
foreign language learners also adopt a strategic approach. It was possible
to identify metacognitive, cognitive and socio-affective strategies. Meta-
cognitive strategies are global strategic approaches which help to organise
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learning. They include advance planning, monitoring and reviewing, and
can be applied to a variety of tasks to impart structure to task perfor-
mance. Cognitive strategies, by contrast, are used for a particular learn-
ing task. Among them are some well-known study techniques such as
note-taking or using a dictionary. Socio-affective strategies involve var-
ious forms of cooperative learning as well as consulting the teacher for
help and indulging in self-talk to reduce task anxiety (O’Malley and
Chamot 1990 119–120, 126). Oxford (2011: 241–262) discusses specific
strategies for listening, reading and writing as well as for learning
vocabulary and grammar.

Self-Regulation, Autonomy, Motivation and Identity

Learning strategies and especially socio-affective strategies have been
linked to the self-regulation of learning, the development of learner
autonomy and the maintenance of long-term self-motivation (Dörnyei
2005: 188–195; Ushioda 2003, 2008; Johnson 2018: 144–145; Oxford
2011: 7–42; Chen et al. 2020). The idea of self-regulation, not just of
language learning but of all purposeful human activity, was developed
within social psychology. According to one definition, ‘Self-regulation
refers to self-generated thoughts, feelings and actions that are planned
and cyclically adapted to the attainment of personal goals’ (Zimmermann
2000: 14). The cycle consists of three phases: forethought, performance
and self-reflection (ibid.: 16).

By learner autonomy is meant ‘the ability to take charge of one’s own
learning’ (Holec 1980: 3). Initially, learners will require teacher support,
which can gradually be withdrawn as they become increasingly self-
directed (Holec 1980: 9, 29). Holec identified five areas in which learners
should gradually take charge:

• learning goals
• learning content and progression
• learning methods and techniques
• monitoring of learning progress
• evaluation of learning achievement

(Holec 1980: 4)

Good learners differ from bad language learners less in the specific
strategies they use and more in their ability to apply strategies appro-
priately to the task at hand in a flexible and eclectic manner (Reiss 1983;
Norton and Toohey 2001; Griffiths 2008; Johnson 2018: 134–145; Chen
et al. 2020). Strategy use is highly individual and one should be cautious
about regarding some strategies as inherently better than others for all
learners. In particular, learners from different cultures may have different
strategy preferences (Press 1996; Johnson 2005). Good language learners
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tend, in fact, to be not only good strategy users but also to be autono-
mous learners (Little 1999: 13).

Teachers can help learners develop autonomy, maintain motivation
and ‘self-regulate’ their learning by giving them choices to make in their
learning, varying classroom activities, setting them classroom tasks with
clearly defined goals and discussing appropriate strategies (Dörnyei 2001:
71–86). Learners can benefit from some instruction in how to employ
specific strategies for specific tasks, for example vocabulary learning, but
they also need to be given space to develop their own personal strategic
techniques (Moir and Nation 2008). To make this possible, it is impor-
tant to create a low-anxiety learning environment conducive to the
development of self-confidence (Dörnyei 2001: 86–116). In this way
learners can find out what works best for them and ultimately develop
a sense of their own learner identity, their ‘L2 self’ (Dörnyei and
Ushioda 2009) and of the imagined English language community to
which they wish to belong (Norton 2013: 8; Noels and Giles 2013;
Norton and Toohey 2011).

Communication Strategies and Negotiation of Meaning

When learners encounter communication difficulties while speaking,
they may employ communication strategies to express what they want
to say in a makeshift way. Gass and Selinker (2008: 285) define commu-
nication strategy as ‘a deliberate attempt to express meaning when faced
with difficulty in the second language’. The following taxonomy is based
on Faerch and Kasper (1983). For other classifications see, for example,
Poulisse (1987) and Brown (2014: 129):

1. Using the native language or another language. This includes:

• switching to the native language or another foreign language
(code switching)

• inserting a native language (or another foreign language) word
• anglicising a native language (or another foreign language) word

to make it sound English

2. Using one’s available English language resources. This includes:

• overgeneralising a grammatical pattern (‘I suggested him to go’
on the model of ‘ask’)

• overextending a word’s meaning (‘house’ for ‘kennel’)
• paraphrasing (‘false hair’ for ‘wig’)
• coining a word (‘meat-man’ for ‘butcher’)
• giving examples (‘tables, chairs and sofas’ for ‘furniture’)
• restructuring syntax (for example, abandoning a passive sentence

and using an active sentence)
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3. Cooperative strategies of appeal to the interlocutor. These include:

• pausing and looking at the interlocutor in a mute appeal for help
• pausing and asking the interlocutor to supply a missing word

(‘What’s the word?’)
• pausing and explicitly discussing the problem with the interlo-

cutor (‘negotiation of meaning’)

4. Paralinguistic strategies of gesture, mime and facial expression (for
example, yawning to indicate the word ‘tired’)

5. Retrieval strategies for a word that is on the tip of one’s tongue.
These include:

• pausing until the word comes
• saying words which sound similar
• saying words of related meaning
• saying translations of the word from other languages

Some learners are better than others at choosing the best strategy for the
particular communication problem at hand. They possess ‘strategic
competence’, which may be distinct from formal proficiency (Canale
and Swain 1980). Learners who regularly code switch in the classroom
may find it difficult to use English-based strategies when they have to
communicate with English speakers outside the classroom (Haastrup and
Phillipson 1983). By contrast, learners who can employ communication
strategies effectively, especially cooperative strategies, will not only com-
municate better but will also learn more effectively through communica-
tion, particularly at points where communication threatens to break
down and ‘negotiation of meaning’ takes place. At these points a skilled
interlocutor may provide the word, phrase or structure a learner is
struggling to find, or may correct the learner. It is believed that learning
is particularly likely to occur in such situations of joint focus on
a problem (Lightbown and Spada 2013: 114–115; Mackey et al. 2012.).
It is when learners experience problems in trying to communicate that
they become aware of their own language deficits. In this way, even if
they do not receive helpful input from their interlocutor, they will at
least become aware of their problem and can learn from their own
output. This is what is meant by the ‘output hypothesis’ (Swain 1985;
Swain 1995, 2005; Swain and Lapkin 1995).

Socio-Cultural Theory and Interactive Language Learning

The idea of learning by means of cooperative communicative interaction
is at the heart of the socio-cultural approach to language learning (see
Lantolf 2000; Lantolf and Thorne 2006; Brown 2014: 12–15). The
approach is based on the work of the Russian educationalist Lev
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Vygotsky (1896–1934), whose work was not available in translation in
the West until long after his death. Vygotsky was not concerned with
language teaching but with general primary school education, which he
saw as proceeding through cooperation between the novice (child) and
the expert (teacher). Vygotsky (1978: 86) coined the term ‘zone of
proximal development’ (ZPD) to refer to the child’s potential for achieve-
ment under conditions of optimum support. He defined the ZPD as:

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined
by independent problem solving and the level of potential develop-
ment as determined through problem solving under adult guidance
or in collaboration with more capable peers.

(Vygotsky 1978: 86)

It was found that children of the same proficiency level might well vary
in the extent of their ZPD. Vygotsky argued that it was this variation in
ZPD rather than variation in starting level of proficiency which deter-
mined potential development (Vygotsky 1986: 187). The progress the
child makes educationally will be determined by the extent of its ZPD, its
ability and readiness to engage in effective interaction and the quantity
and quality of interactional support available to it (see Lantolf and
Thorne 2006: 263–290; Lantolf and Poehner 2008: 14–17, 2013:
142–143).

The term ‘scaffolding’ (Wood et al. 1976: 96) is nowadays used to refer
to such support, although Vygotsky himself did not use the term. With
reference to language learning, one important form of verbal scaffolding
consists of the way proficient speakers (experts) in conversation with
learners (novices) may employ various rhetorical devices such as para-
phrase, explanation, repetition and comprehension checks to support the
learner (see Saville-Troike and Barto 2017: 115–116, 119–120). Scaffold-
ing can also be provided by peers supporting one another in collabora-
tive activities such as peer editing, peer correction and peer feedback on
written work. This constitutes a form of mutual or reciprocal scaffolding.
If learners pool their knowledge in the production of a piece of colla-
borative writing, for example, they are able to achieve more than they
could individually. They may all be at a similar level of proficiency but
they will have different strengths and weaknesses in the language and so
can help one another. The idea of scaffolding may be extended still
further to include, for example, visual aids (Gibbons 2015; Baker and
Wright 2017: 287–290).The common factor is that the emphasis is never
on reducing the goal to be achieved but on supporting the learner’s
efforts to achieve the goal.

Socio-cultural approaches to language learning also place emphasis on
the importance of introspection, self-talk and self-regulation (Lantolf and
Thorne 2006: 72–79; 179–207). This builds on Vygotsky’s conviction
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that language helps us to regulate our thought processes and grapple with
the problems of the world (Lantolf and Poehner 2013: 138–142).
Vygotsky noted that children indulge in private or egocentric speech as
a means of self-regulation as they talk their way through tasks and he
regarded this as the precursor to adult inner speech. At a certain stage of
cognitive development, egocentric speech, according to Vygotsky (1986:
87), ‘turns inward’ and becomes inner speech (see also Saville-Troike and
Barto 2017: 121–123).

Food for Thought

Q. 1. Is there anything you have learned in this chapter about (a) first
language acquisition and (b) bilingual acquisition in naturalistic
settings which you think language teachers should know? If so, say
what and why.

Q. 2. What do think is the greatest advantage that young language learners
(before puberty) have over older language learners (after puberty)
and what assets do post-puberty language learners have that young
language learners lack?

Q. 3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of classroom language
learning compared to naturalistic acquisition?

Q. 4. Do you think foreign languages should be taught just like other school
subjects, or should attempts be made to make classroom foreign
language learning as much like naturalistic acquisition as possible?

Q. 5. Imagine you are a teacher of an intermediate class and your learners
still produce *‘he come’, *‘she play’, etc. How would second lan-
guage acquisition theory explain that?

Q. 6. (Group task for practising teachers) Can you think of some develop-
mental errors and some contrastive errors your learners make? Do
they make any errors that seem to combine elements of both types of
influence? Which of the three types do you think are most common
among your learners? Are there differences in the proportions accord-
ing to whether the first language is close to or far removed from
English? Are there differences between child and adult learners?

Q. 7. (Group task) The Monitor Model holds that in order for optimal
acquisition to occur, the language that the learner is exposed to
must be comprehensible and just beyond the learner’s current
productive language level (comprehensible input at the i+1 level).
Do you think anything else is necessary?

Q. 8. (Group task) What language-learning strategies have members of
the group themselves used, perhaps for vocabulary learning, gram-
mar learning, writing, listening, reading or speaking in a foreign
language? Try to group these into metacognitive, cognitive and
socio-affective categories.
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Q. 9. Look back at the taxonomy of communication strategies (CS).
Which of the strategies listed do you find most effective and
which least effective, both for achieving communicative goals and
promoting further language acquisition? Can you think of any
classroom activities which could be done to encourage learners
to use CS and how would you get them to use the effective ones
rather than the ineffective ones?

Q. 10. (Group task) What are the similarities and differences between the
i+1 level of input in the input hypothesis of Steven Krashen and
the zone of proximal development (ZPD) of Lev Vygotsky?

Further Reading
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Introduction

This chapter explores the pedagogical implications of the findings from the 
Language in the Trades Education (LATTE) project (Parkinson et al., 2017) 
and how these findings can be applied to a practical trades training context, 
integrating a focus on language with learning a trade. Recent research has 
identified the tensions for tutors consequent on the complexities of language 
and literacy and combining these with vocational training (Bak & O’Maley, 
2015), and how the challenges of literacy practices in vocational educa-
tion are more demanding than originally thought, especially in terms of the 
assessments (Edwards et al., 2013). We describe these literacy practices, our 
approach to supporting their development within vocational education, and 
the principles that underpin our approach. We provide a range of practical 
examples demonstrating how these findings can be incorporated into cur-
riculum and materials. A key focus of the LATTE project was describing 
what tutors were already doing to help their learners to understand and use 
trades language, what Gibbons (2003, p. 267) describes as making ‘linguis-
tic bridges between learner language and the target register’, and the links 
between language and content. Therefore, this chapter discusses how we 
have used our research to inform practice; it describes contextual practices, 
and what tutors are already doing to support their learners to understand 
and use the language of the trades and help their learners to build these 
‘linguistic bridges’.

9.1 Context of the study

The LATTE project collected data across theory classrooms, workshops, 
and building sites from foundation Level 3 programmes; these programmes 
are taught at Level 3 on the New Zealand Qualifications Framework (New 
Zealand Qualifications Authority, n.d.). They are designed for learners who 
may be new to tertiary education, who may have had little previous experi-
ence or success in education, and who wish to pursue roles in a vocational 
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industry, or to progress further in tertiary education. According to the Ter-
tiary Education Commission (2015), ‘embedding’, or developing the lan-
guage and literacy of the learner alongside the vocational training, is seen as  
best practice and is a requirement of each programme. Embedding can be 
defined as, ‘combining the development of literacy and numeracy with voca-
tional and other skills’ (Alkema & Rean, 2014, p. 5). Learning the language 
occurs alongside learning the trade, and the language and literacy develop-
ment is woven through the vocational training. Because this is the entry level 
of most students into vocational education, the data were gathered from 
foundation level trades’ programmes where there is a focus on language and 
literacy as well as the trade itself.

9.2 The principles that underpin our approach

In this section we outline the key principles informing how we put our 
research into practice in a vocational trades training context. These princi-
ples include an apprenticeship approach, how language is implicated in the 
development of a trades identity, literacy development in New Zealand, and 
finally the strengths-based approach that we employed in the development 
of resources.

9.2.1 Apprenticeship approach

A key theme highlighted in the research project is that teaching and learning 
in a trades training environment is based on the principles of an apprentice-
ship approach (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This involves learning by doing and 
learning from a more experienced other, as learners work through a process 
towards ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991), mov-
ing from being less experienced learners to becoming experienced practi-
tioners. This occurs as learners engage in the sociocultural practices of a 
community or context, in this case, trades training. Lave and Wenger pro-
pose that ‘language is part of practice, and it is in practice that people learn’ 
(1991, p. 85). This concept of ‘learning through practice’ appears to be 
mirrored in the following comment by a learner, who, when asked how he 
learned the words of carpentry, responded with, ‘We learn as we go’. Our 
investigation of students’ learning through the practice of their own trade  
or discipline is consistent with prior research in English for Specific Purposes 
such as that by Basturkmen and Shackleford (2015), who also examined the 
learning and teaching of lexis in a content classroom.

When considering how to turn the research findings from this project into 
resources that tutors could use, it is important to bear in mind the practical 
training environment where learners ‘learn as they go’ through the practice 
of the trade. We identified what tutors and learners see as effective ways of 
learning in this context. As one learner said, ‘it wasn’t until I performed that 
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task that I learnt the word. . . . I think the practical is the way to learn the 
word’. Another learner revealed that when he did not know the meaning of 
a word he would ask the tutor or ‘one of the boys’, another learner. Thus, 
using an apprenticeship approach based on learning by doing and learn-
ing from a more experienced other, appears to be the way many trades are 
taught, where both tutors and learners are assisting or scaffolding (Gibbons, 
2003) the learning of the language around content and the completion of 
the practical work.

9.2.2 Language and identity

The process of developing new skills and learning a trade is accompanied 
by a shift in identity (Chan, 2011, 2013) and the development of what Gee 
describes (1990) as a new ‘identity kit’. This identity kit is a way of being, 
behaving, and interacting that identifies learners as members of a particu-
lar social group, in this case a ‘tradie’ (tradesperson). Part of this shift in 
identity involves learners adopting a ‘secondary Discourse’ (Gee, 1990). As 
Gee explains (1990, p. 142), ‘A Discourse is a socially accepted association 
among ways of using language, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and 
of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of socially mean-
ingful groups’. In this case, this involves the trainee starting to behave as a 
tradie and communicate as a tradie, and be perceived as doing so, be that as 
a carpenter, plumber, or automotive technician. As discussed in Chapter 4, 
this shift in identity was summarised in an observation by a carpentry tutor 
who said, ‘When they can walk like a builder and talk like a builder, then we 
can start having a conversation’. This comment suggests how integral the 
‘walk’, or behaviour, and the talk, or proficiency in the specialised language, 
are to learning the trade and to the development of the tradie identity.

9.2.3 Literacy approaches in New Zealand

Literacy development in the polytechnic sector in New Zealand is based on 
a definition of literacy as:

the written and oral language people use in everyday life and work. 
A person’s literacy refers to the extent of their oral and written language 
skills and knowledge and their ability to apply these to meet the varied 
demands of their personal study and work lives.

(Tertiary Education Commission, 2009, p. 58)

In New Zealand’s foundation education sector, development of oral and 
written language skills is informed and guided by the TEC-developed Learn-
ing Progressions Framework (Tertiary Education Commission, 2008). The 
framework is based on the concept that learners progress through six ‘steps’ 
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or levels of literacy. These steps range from being able to understand and 
use simple, formulaic language to being able to understand and use a wide 
range of complex language and texts in a range of contexts (Tertiary Educa-
tion Commission, 2008). The framework covers the four skills of reading, 
writing, listening, and speaking; in New Zealand a benchmark of step four 
has been set for learners to achieve in foundation programmes. Being able 
to understand and use more specialised words in a range of contexts across 
the four literacy skills is one of the requirements that meets the benchmark 
of step four. Because of its importance within New Zealand, it is important 
to draw on the framework and ensure that the materials developed in this 
research project align with it.

9.2.4 Ways of learning: A ‘strengths-based’ approach

When drawing on our research findings to create classroom applications we 
were mindful of the knowledge and skills that tutors and learners bring to 
the learning context, drawing on a ‘strengths-based’ approach (Schreiner & 
Anderson, 2005; Lopez & Louis, 2009). The underlying principles of this edu-
cational approach draw from research in several fields including education, 
psychology, social work, and organisational theory (Lopez & Louis, 2009). 
This approach is based on the theory that it is more beneficial to discover an 
individual’s strengths and what they can do rather than focus on and try to 
remediate perceived weakness, a form of ‘deficit remediation’ (Schreiner & 
Anderson, 2005, p. 26). Therefore, we sought to build on the strengths of the 
tutors and learners; that is, identify what they were already doing to facilitate 
language learning in the trades rather than imposing new ideas or our per-
spectives on their teaching practices to address any perceived ‘gaps’.

We discovered that tutors and learners could clearly articulate what teach-
ing and learning strategies were effective in their training context and what 
were not. Analysis of spoken interaction on building sites identified a range 
of methods both tutors and learners already employed to draw attention 
to the language they used, scaffold the learning, and support each other to 
understand and use this language; research into the written texts of the trades 
showed that despite tutors asserting in interviews that they were not writing 
tutors, they were supporting learners’ writing through the use of exemplars 
(see Chapter 4). What follows is a summary of key findings from the LATTE 
project, examples of how these findings can be put into practice and a descrip-
tion of how this practice is underpinned by some of the main principles of 
language and literacy development in vocational education in New Zealand.

9.3 Writing in the trades: Research into practice

Chapter 4 focused on a daily journal that learners write on the carpen-
try trade programme. These builders’ diaries are important texts for the 
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learners as they progress through their apprenticeship and for when they 
become fully qualified builders working in the trades. First, they can be 
used to consolidate students’ learning by reviewing what they have done 
that day. Descriptions in the diaries can be used as a source of evidence for 
a tutor of the work the learner has completed during their training in terms 
of both formative and summative assessment. The diary creates a type of 
instruction manual for learners to refer to at a future date and, as tutors 
commented, can also be used as a portfolio for future work opportunities 
and employers to demonstrate their knowledge and skills of the trade. Once 
learners are working in the trade the diaries become a record of work they 
have completed so they can bill for the work and show what they have done 
if any of their work is questioned. Because the builder’s diary is already part 
of the training programme, it creates a great opportunity to develop learn-
ers’ written literacy without introducing something new to the teaching and 
learning environment.

The research exploring the writing of these diaries identified a range of 
moves that learners used in their written explanations and descriptions. 
These included, for example, detailing the building work, detailing the 
materials and equipment used in the building work, and setting the context 
for that building work, all of which learners needed to be able to describe. 
This research also identified a range of linguistic features that learners used 
depending on the experience of the trainee. For example, as mentioned ear-
lier, more experienced trainees used the imperative or bare infinitive, e.g., 
Cut the timber, whereas use of personal pronouns – When we nailed the 
frames together – as well as discursive style was used to a greater extent 
by the novices. What was interesting in terms of developing resources for 
this context was, as one tutor in an interview stressed, the value of students 
‘putting themselves into the diary’ through use of the personal pronouns 
and discursive style. The research suggested that ‘a personal style encour-
ages beginning carpenters to see themselves as active agents in the carpentry 
trade, facilitating adoption of a new professional carpentry identity’ (Par-
kinson et al., 2017, pp. 36–37). Although, as discussed, one tutor did com-
ment that they were not writing teachers, some did mention using exemplars 
and writing texts on the board for learners to use (Parkinson et al., 2017; 
see Chapter 4). Therefore, the writing process of compiling the daily diary 
creates an opportunity to practice the language and support the learner to 
transition to writing and communicating like builders.

A resource that has been developed in response to this research is Build-
ing Writing Skills in Trades Training: The Case of Carpentry (McLaughlin, 
2017). The purpose of this writing guide is to show some ways to plan for 
writing and make it part of the trades training process, using an embed-
ded approach where learning the trade is interwoven with learning the lan-
guage. The guide contains some planning tools based on the writing strand 
of the Learning Progressions Framework, (Tertiary Education Commission, 
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2008), questions to ask when planning writing, and suggested ways to use 
the resources in the book. There are 12 sets of tasks or activities that are 
contextualised to mirror the process of building a house, around which the 
carpentry programme is structured. For example, resources begin with writ-
ing tasks focused on setting out, the initial stages of the building process and 
the first area that learners will need to write in their diary. They then con-
tinue with activities contextualised from flooring, wall framing, and roofing 
to cladding, the final stage of building, which are the final entries learners 
will need to write.

Each of the 12 activities in the guide draw on the Learning Progressions 
Framework by focusing on the different writing strands of the framework, 
including: purpose and audience, vocabulary, language and text features, 
planning and composing, reviewing, and editing. In this way, different 
stages and parts of the writing process can be practiced by the learners as 
they progress through each task and write their diaries. For example, the 
first resource provides an overview of a diary entry that is contextualised 
to the initial states of the building process where learners are setting out or 
planning the foundation of the house, and it asks learners to identify the 
‘purpose and audience’ for the example diary entry. This task is completed 
near the start of the programme, so when learners begin to write their diary 
the focus is on the purpose of their diary and for whom they are writing by 
analysing an example of the first building process they will need to write. 
Bearing in mind the knowledge and skills that learners bring with them, the 
first task is an example of how the activities in the guide have been designed 
to draw on learners’ strengths. It asks them:

A) What do you know? What do you think you need to write in your 
builder’s diary? Make a list below.

(McLaughlin, 2017, p. 16)

In this way, the task prompts and elicits prior knowledge by mirroring the 
strengths-based approach of drawing on what learners already know, the 
knowledge they already possess (Schreiner & Anderson, 2005). The next 
task in the setting out resource asks learners to find key details in a diary 
entry, such as date, number of bullet points, what the picture shows, and, as 
previously mentioned, purpose and audience. The subsequent task then asks 
more detailed questions about the work that was completed, the equipment 
that was used, and any errors that were made; once they have answered 
these questions and analysed the diary entry learners are prompted to go 
back to their original list and add any other details they now think should 
be included in their diary entry. The final stage of this task is for learn-
ers to write their own diary entry describing the practical work they have 
completed, drawing on the key words and ideas they have identified in the 
example text.
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The process that underpins this learner resource is a ‘before, during and 
after’ approach. Figure 9.1 is an example of how this approach has been 
applied (McLaughlin, 2017, p. 8).

In the initial stages learners are given a task to engage prior knowledge 
and introduce the topic (before); they then build their skills by focusing 
on different parts of the writing or through analysing different features of 
examples (during), and then extend what they know through editing and 
writing up their diary entries (after). Consistent with ESP research more 
generally, using this process enables learners to analyse, practice, and edit 
the moves identified in the research, for example setting the context and 
detailing building work. It also helps to facilitate the notion of them ‘putting 
themselves into it’ – ‘it’ being the trade. The writing guide uses diary entries 
written by previous trainees on the programme so that learners are working 
with texts that have been written by their peers and ‘learning from a more 
experienced other’. It scaffolds the learning by building the writing process 
step by step and supporting the learner to complete each stage of writing 
the diary entry (Gibbons, 2003). It also helps to ensure that the structures 
and language of the text are ‘authentic’; that is, written by previous trainees. 
Using exemplars from previous learners can help to show key words learn-
ers need to include and the kind of language they need to be able to use, an 
approach advocated and used by the tutors themselves.

A key constraint to bear in mind when designing the writing resources 
for a trades training environment is the limited amount of time that can be 
spent by tutors and learners on developing writing skills. Because this is a 
practical environment where the key focus is on building a house and com-
pleting it to building specifications within a set time frame, learners have 

Before:
Find out what your learners 

already know about the topic or 
type of wri�ng with a 

brainstorm.

During:
Learners can write in different 
ways – split the wri�ng up and 

put learners into groups or pairs 
so they can write a different 

part.

A�er:
Learners can be given a list of 
things to check in their wri�ng, 

e.g., spelling, punctua�on, 
organisa�on, etc.

Figure 9.1 Before, during, and after approach to writing

Source: McLaughlin, 2017, p. 9
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limited time in class to work on writing. Much of the diary is written outside 
of class. This is why each resource has been designed to take no longer than 
30–60 minutes and can be completed in class or independently. In addition, 
using the diary to develop writing avoids the need to introduce additional 
writing tasks that learners may see as not relevant and time consuming, and 
instead, breaks down the writing elements of the diary and creates templates 
and processes to support them to write the text they need to write as learn-
ers on this programme and as builders in the trade. This is an important 
principle in ESP, where language is developed through a focus on discipline 
or in this case trade-specific text and talk.

Although the context for each resource in the writing skills guide uses 
different stages of building the house, each task can be re-contextualised 
depending on which language element needs further development or prac-
tice. For example, a punctuation task (see McLaughlin, 2017) uses a text on 
roofing, but if learners need more practice on where their sentences begin 
and end, texts on other topics of the building process can be developed, 
using this task as an example. The writing guide also details planning frame-
works for developing writing in any trades training or vocational context, 
so again, the tasks in the guide can be adapted for use in other contexts. 
Designing the guide in this way helps to ensure we can draw on the key find-
ings in the research, use an approach that aligns with the learning progres-
sions, and create resources that build on the strengths of the learners and 
what tutors are already doing, while bearing in mind the time constraints of 
this practical pedagogical context.

9.4 Working with words: Research into practice

Chapter 6 explored the specialised words of trades training because, as Hirsh 
and Coxhead (2009, p. 9) highlight, ‘vocabulary is central to understand-
ing and using language at any level’. Understanding the words of a trade is 
key to understanding the trade itself, as vocabulary knowledge and content 
knowledge are closely related (Woodward-Kron, 2008). A large amount of 
technical words were identified that need to be understood and used to be 
able to interact effectively in a trades training context. Understanding and 
using these words is central to being able to ‘talk like a builder or plumber or 
automotive technician’. Research from the LATTE project (Coxhead et al., 
2016; Coxhead & Demecheleer, 2018; Coxhead et al., 2018) described a 
range of findings about these specialised words. First, in order to meet a 
threshold of understanding 98% of the running words of a trades text, that 
is, being able to understand the words of the written text without support 
(Nation, 2006), learners would need to be able to understand 8,000 word 
families. Second, for 95% coverage of the words of a trades text, that is, 
being able to read a text with support (Nation, 2006), 5,000 word families 
would need to be known. Finally, one in three of the words in written trades 



170 Putting research into practice

texts is technical in nature, suggesting that trades-based texts are similar in 
vocabulary load to academic texts. In short, these texts can be just as chal-
lenging in terms of vocabulary load for learners as academic texts.

The vocabulary research in this project involved the development of word 
lists for each of the four trades, collating the frequent words that were tech-
nical in nature. It was found that these trades lists covered around 36% of 
the written trades corpora for carpentry and automotive technology, 32% 
for plumbing, and 28% for fabrication (see Chapter 6), again emphasising 
the technically demanding nature of the texts that learners need to read. 
However, the compilation of these word lists also highlighted the words 
that may have a technical meaning in one context and a more common or 
everyday meaning in another (see Chapter 6 for more on this). For exam-
ple, ‘envelope’, with its more generic meaning relating to stationery, versus 
‘building envelope’, meaning the building area on a piece of land. These 
words could present a challenge to learners who may assume they know the 
meaning of a word, but their understanding is based on general use and not 
specialised use.

The vocabulary findings also highlighted the presence of multiword 
units, and ‘word strings’ identifying which were the most frequent and the 
most useful (see Chapter 6, Coxhead, 2019). In carpentry, ten-word strings 
occurred over 100 times and in a diesel engine corpus, 1,029 word strings 
were based on two to three core patterns. This research shows that there is 
a large technical vocabulary in each of the trades that learners will need to 
be able to understand and use, to ‘talk like a builder’ or ‘tradie’, and this 
vocabulary includes a number of frequent word strings that learners will 
also need to be able to understand and use. This focus on the technical 
vocabulary of the discipline or trade is an important part of ESP research; a 
trade-specific focus is essential when it is considered that technical vocabu-
lary in subject specific texts can account for over 30% of the running words 
in that text (Chung & Nation, 2003).

As already discussed, the trades are learned through a fundamentally 
practical approach – learning through doing; therefore, any teaching and 
learning of the specialised words needs to consider this approach. What our 
research has highlighted is that, especially in the carpentry context, many of 
the specialised words are learned during tutor talk and tutor-learner interac-
tion. In interviews, learners emphasised the practical nature of learning the 
words, talking about, working with, and doing the jobs around the words. 
This statement suggests that learning the specialised words occurs as part 
of the learners’ day-to-day interaction on the building site, ‘learning as they 
go’ rather than as part of a formal process, and it also seems to reflect Lave 
and Wenger’s (1991) proposition that language is learned through practice 
and participation. As discussed, learners also talked about learning from the 
tutor or one of the other trainees, which seems to again suggest the appren-
ticeship approach we observed of ‘learning from a more experienced other’.
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The comments made by tutors in interviews about how they supported 
learners with understanding and using the words also appeared to reflect 
this ‘learn as you go’ approach:

We just use it, always use, demonstrate, show . . . the most important is 
what it is used for . . . collocations: boundary joist, boundary line . . . 
deliberately use them and put them in so they listen out for them.

And this emphasis on ‘using’ the words continued throughout the interviews:

Use it, use it from the get go . . . when they start using these words we 
can have conversations like builders . . . best way to teach learners is to 
use them . . . seeing, hearing, experiencing.

Analysis of the spoken corpus also supported this approach, where tutors 
and learners drew attention to the words they were using, linking meaning 
and form, while teaching the content of the programme.

Both tutors and learners were quite clear in interviews about what they 
found did not work in their context in terms of learning the technical 
terms. One tutor said, ‘Word matches and silly little games. . . . Vocab 
games don’t work with the class’, while a learner claimed, ‘We didn’t come 
here to play kindergarten games – we came here to build houses’. The 
learners enrol on the programme knowing they will go through the com-
plete building process of building a house that is sold commercially and 
meets industry standards. Any approach to language development that 
is not seen as a typical task that would be part of the actual building 
process, and the role of a carpenter, is not encouraged or welcomed by 
either the learners or the tutors. Therefore, to be able to put research find-
ings into practice, in terms of the specialised words, comments discussed 
here clearly show that both tutors and learners emphasise the ‘learning 
by doing’ and ‘learning through practice’ approach and appear to be very 
clear about what works in their context.

As there is an emphasis in trades training on learning vocabulary through 
a practical approach and ‘using’ the language, a range of resources have 
been designed in response to this. The four technical trades word lists iden-
tify for both tutors and learners the most frequent words that appear in the 
trades and therefore the most useful words to focus on in terms of usage (see 
Appendix for the first 50 words in each list; see also Supplementary Materi-
als 2, 4, 6, 8 for the first 200 words in each list). These lists can be used in a 
number of ways, by categorising the words into subgroups to be used when 
focusing on different topics within the trades, as a basis for glossaries, and 
as a tool in the workshop and building site to remind tutors which words 
learners will need to be able to understand and use for the particular topic 
that is being focused on.
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In addition to the word lists, a range of teaching and learning resources 
has been developed that recognises the practical nature of trades training 
and the time constraints that many tutors are working within. The resources 
draw on the strategies identified in the research project and build on them 
and on tutor practice. In this way, the research is describing the practice of 
the teaching and learning context, for example by focusing on strategies that 
tutors are already using such as prompting, eliciting, and drawing atten-
tion to the words. The resources have been compiled into an organisational 
guide: Working Around the Words: Unpacking Language Learning in Voca-
tional Training (McLaughlin & Reid, 2017).

The Working around the words guide has been organised into three 
sections. The first gives an overview of the vocabulary findings from the 
research and a framework for supporting tutors to help their learners learn 
the words. It follows a continuum of where tutors are in terms of embed-
ding, from not yet being aware of the language elements in their programme 
to being at a stage where they are reflecting on their own practice and shar-
ing their ideas with their colleagues (see Figure 9.2).

The second section of the guide contains a range of resources that tutors 
can use to support learners to learn the specialised words based on the 

The continuum of where tutors are at in embedding language: Where do you sit?

Tutor is unaware of language element of teaching 
their trades or is not engaged with professional 
development ini
a
ves related to language

Tutor is interested in strategies for embedding 
language and will work with advisors or 
independently to learn some new strategies

Tutor has begun to iden
fy the way that they are 
embedding language in their programme and is 
ac
vely seeking new ideas to include in their prac
ce

Tutor deliberately pre-empts and plans language 
embedding as part of their usual lesson planning 
process

Tutor reflects on own prac
ce and shares ideas with 
colleagues

Figure 9.2 A continuum of embedding

Source: From McLaughlin & Reid, 2017, p. 2
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strategies tutors are already using. These include posters, videos, resources 
for developing glossaries and planning for language use, and resources for 
supporting reading and writing in the trades. The third and final section of 
the guide presents the continuum in embedding and a model for supporting 
tutors to move along this (see Figure 9.3). It begins by asking what tutors 
are already doing well, prompts the sharing of ideas, and builds on strengths 
by introducing new ideas. The third section also contains a series of four 
workshop outlines so organisations can run in-house professional develop-
ment sessions with their staff around embedding language in trades training, 
with a key focus on learning the words.

The first example of how the Working around the words guide incorporates 
the research into the resources is by making explicit the strategies trades tutors 
mention using. This has been done through a series of eight posters that can be 
displayed in staff rooms and offices. This is a way to introduce the concept of 
embedding language through tutor talk in an accessible way that involves no 
materials preparation or additional work on the part of the tutor. It is a resource 
for tutors to refer to on the way to class to remind them of and prompt them to 
use strategies that might work in a practical trades environment – and especially 
to draw attention to these words. Each poster focuses on one of eight strate-
gies, includes a relevant quote from a learner for that strategy, and is followed 
by a range of ways tutors can focus on language in the class and examples of 
what they can say. For example, ‘Strategy 5 How can I pre-empt and prepare’ 
includes the following quote by a learner from the research data, ‘I love the glos-
saries’, and suggests that tutors ‘Identify and emphasise words at the start of the 
lesson’ and ‘Get learners to tell you what words they already know about the 

What are you 
doing well?

We no�ce you do 
this; how about 
sharing it with 

your colleagues?

Here are 
some ideas; 
what could 

you try?

Figure 9.3 Supporting tutors to develop their practices

Source: From McLaughlin & Reid, 2017, p. 60
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topic’. Because this approach is based on tutor strategies in their talk, they can 
be used on building sites, in workshops, and in the classroom, fitting around the 
learning context and mainly the practical nature of the learning environment. 
The posters throw light on what tutors are already doing, using the words, and 
what learners say about doing the work around the words and making these 
teaching and learning strategies more explicit.

Another way the research has been integrated into practice is by creating 
short videos, approximately two minutes long, of tutors talking about strate-
gies they use to support learners to use and understand the words. The videos 
can be accessed here: https://ako.ac.nz/knowledge-centre/the-language-in-
the-trades/. Similar to the posters, these require nothing from the practitioner 
other than watching a video and noting the strategies that tutors are using 
and then considering how they might apply them to their context. Again, 
the strategies can be used across a range of teaching and learning contexts 
and require no preparation. An important reason for presenting strategies 
in a video recording is that it reflects the medium through which much of 
the vocabulary acquisition is reported to occur – through verbal interaction. 
Therefore, the videos are recordings of the tutors talking about what they 
do that other tutors can listen to, sharing ideas through tutor talk. This also 
means tutors are learning from a more experienced other and sharing their 
practice, building on their own and each other’s strengths.

Two more resources that have been developed are for creating glossaries 
and planning for the use of the specialised words. These use a slightly differ-
ent approach from the posters and videos, as they involve some preparation 
and planning on the part of the tutor. The first resource is designed to help 
tutors think about their use of glossaries and what makes a good or bad 
glossary. For example, definitions need to be short and clear. If learners have 
to look up words in the definitions themselves then the glossaries will be 
less useful. The resource also includes how glossaries can be used and how 
learners can be supported to use them. See Table 9.1 for an example of a 
section of a glossary used in engineering fabrication.

Table 9.1 Extract of a machining glossary 

Machining Glossary

Word Is this the name 
of a tool?
X or 

Is this a process or 
something you do?
X or 

Write the meaning 
in your own words

Draw a 
diagram if  
it helps you

Accurate
Adjust
aluminium
Angle
Bolt

Source: From McLaughlin & Reid, 2017, p. 35

https://ako.ac.nz
https://ako.ac.nz
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The research clearly showed that this was something the learners valued, 
as one learner said in an interview, ‘I love the glossaries I use them a lot 
to learn them’. Although many of the trades reading texts have glossaries, 
often there were words in the texts that learners found challenging that 
were not in the glossaries. Therefore, this section of the organisational guide 
offers suggestions for how to make glossaries, discusses why they are impor-
tant, gives examples of what aspect of a word can be included, offers a range 
of ideas for how to use them, and includes four examples of how glossaries 
have been used in the trades.

The next resource, focusing on planning for supporting vocabulary acqui-
sition, is about preparing for tutor talk and reflecting on that tutor talk and 
its effectiveness in terms of facilitating language acquisition. It involves the 
tutor thinking about the next topic they are going to teach and what words 
may be challenging for the learners that they may need to focus on, based 
on looking at the word lists, and reflecting on what the learners know and 
any activities learners will undertake. The resource has two parts. The first 
part summarises strategies tutors are already using to support vocabulary 
acquisition. The second part, see Table 9.2, contains several questions for 
tutors to use as they consider the specialised words that might be in their 
lesson, planning how they will draw attention to these words in the teach-
ing session and how they will support learners to understand and use them.  

Table 9.2 Example of vocabulary planning sheet 

Before the lesson
What topic are you teaching?
Tool maintenance
What words might be new?
Oxyacetylene tinning solder sal amoniac
How are you going to help your learners use and understand them?
Write them on the board and explain their meaning

After the lesson
What words did you draw attention to?
Oxyacetylene tinning solder sal ammoniac potential exposed
What words did learners draw attention to?
Bond pits bolt
What did you do to help your learners understand them?
Wrote them on the board, explained them, got them to use them when explaining 

the process to another learner
Do you think they now understand them? How do you know?
Some did because when I heard them explain the process to me and other learners, 

they used them
What would you do differently next time?
Get learners to identify what words they already know; get them to write up the 

process and remind them which words they need to use.

Source: From McLaughlin & Reid, 2017, p. 41
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The reflection part of the process involves tutors thinking about the session 
they have just taught and then asking themselves questions around whether 
they think the learners now know the words that were focused on, how they 
know this, and what they could do next time. These two resources, one for 
building glossaries and one for planning tutor talk, can be employed to help 
tutors use the strategies detailed in the posters and videos and reflect on the 
effectiveness of their use of these strategies for their learners.

The Building Writing Skills in Trades Training guide also draws attention 
to specialised words as learners complete tasks to develop their writing. 
For example, Resource 1: Overview asks learners to write down any new 
words they found in the diary entry they analysed and to try and find mean-
ings and Resource 2: Checklist asks learners to identify whether they have 
used any specialised words in their diary entries. There are also evaluations, 
Resources 6 and 12, where learners are asked to evaluate diary entries and 
use of carpentry words. Using activities in this way helps to draw attention 
to specialised words and how they are used in trades writing, providing 
examples for how learners can use them in their own writing.

A key principle that underpins these resources is having a starting point 
that describes what tutors are already doing to support language develop-
ment in their trades area and then facilitating the sharing of this practice 
and building on that. Strategies tutors are already using are made explicit 
through the posters and the videos so they can be incorporated into the 
training environment, and tutors can help learners use the words as they 
‘do’ the practical work, which results in learners hearing their tutors talk-
ing about it. Tutor strategies are further developed by showing ways to 
create glossaries and then plan for and reflect on their own use of language 
and how effectively they can help their learners use the language and then 
notice when their learners do. Finally, the approach used in these resources 
also supports the education strategy of embedding literacy, where learning 
the language is combined with developing the vocational skills. This focus 
on words that are more technical in nature also aligns with the vocabulary 
element of the literacy learning progressions, supporting learners to under-
stand and use more specialised words, which is part of meeting the require-
ments of the New Zealand literacy benchmark of step 4 (Tertiary Education 
Commission, 2008).

9.5 Reading trades texts

Chapter 8, Reading in the trades, describes the types of texts that learn-
ers need to be able to read in the trades and the challenges that these texts 
can present. Many of the kinds of texts that learners need to read, such as 
instructions, legislation, and specifications are informationally and linguisti-
cally heavy and very different from the kinds of texts that they need to be 
able to write. The findings also highlighted that a large number of texts that 
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learners have to read contain a high proportion of technical vocabulary, for 
example 30.5% of the words in fabrication texts were technical (Coxhead 
et al., 2018). Given that learners need to be able to understand 98% of 
the running words in a text in order to be able to guess the meaning of the 
remaining words (Nation, 2006), this high proportion of specialised words 
suggests that for many learners, reading and understanding trades text is 
challenging. As texts such as specifications direct learners in terms of what 
they have to do practically, being able to understand these texts and the 
specialised words within them is key for learners to be able to perform the 
necessary tasks for that trade, whether it is following explanations of build-
ing processes or following specifications around using certain products for 
different tasks.

The pedagogical implications of the reading load of written texts suggest 
that learners need to be able to develop a range of strategies to understand 
words that are more technical in nature and be able to understand and inter-
pret information in trades texts in terms of the theory of the trade and the 
practical application of key ideas. Resources that have been developed to 
support learners include the technical word lists, tasks to help learners to 
guess meaning in context, and strategies for tutors to use when helping their 
learners read texts and meet new words. The technical words lists that have 
been developed can be used to identify which words in a text learners may 
find challenging. Learners can be supported to guess the meanings of these 
words when they meet them in context. An extract from a resource to help 
learners develop these skills is set out in Figure 9.4. The context is floor 

A) What words do you know?

What part of the building process is the diary entry on the next page about?
____________

Find the words below in the diary entry on the next page and underline them. 
Then write a definition or a word that means the same in the table below:

Extend trim

Joist expol

Polystyrene dwang

skew nails insulation

Sufficient drop saw

Bracket

Figure 9.4 Extract from Building Writing Skills in Trades Training

Source: From McLaughlin, 2017, p. 28
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framing, and learners are presented with a diary extract and given a list 
of words to underline in the text. This is a type of typographical enhance-
ment that can benefit the practice of noticing language forms, in this case, 
vocabulary (Boers, Demecheleer, He, Deconinck, Stengers, & Eyckmans, 
2016). Learners are encouraged to guess the meanings of these words, using 
the context to produce either synonyms or definitions.

Steps for guessing vocabulary in context (see Nation, 2013) are also 
included in the resource, so tutors can help the learners through this process 
for each of the words. This strategy aligns well to this context, as because of 
the practical nature of the training and the trade itself, dictionaries and cell 
phones are not always immediately available for finding definitions; therefore 
being able to read a piece of text and guess the meaning while carrying out a 
practical task is a very useful strategy. In interviews with learners they talked 
about how they ask their tutors for definitions as they met these new words 
in their textbooks and how they underline them and write the meanings their 
tutors give next to the words in question. This is an example of where lan-
guage learning occurs as a kind of by-product to the communication context, 
the topic of the reading text (Boers et al., 2016). Glossaries for the texts that 
learners read do not always contain all the specialised words, or they contain 
words that do not appear in the texts themselves (Coxhead et al., 2018). 
Often they are in a section at the end of a book, away from the piece of text 
that the learner is reading at that moment. Although there is debate amongst 
researchers on glossing and whether it does affect vocabulary learning, stud-
ies have shown that glossing can facilitate the learning of target vocabulary 
(Jung, 2016). Also, having definitions at the side of a page, or the top or 
the bottom, allows a learner to refer to a definition of a word as they read, 
‘learning as they go’. Being able to guess meanings of words in context, as 
learners are reading and following instructions, seems to align with the ‘learn 
as they go’ approach, learning the words around the practical work as they 
completed the practical tasks (McLaughlin & Parkinson, 2018).

Strategies for tutors to use when supporting learners to read trades texts and 
develop their own strategies are described in the Working around the words 
guide and based on the ‘before, during, after’ approach, as Figure 9.5 shows.

Before:
Tell learners why they are 

reading.
Ask them what they already know 

about the topic.

During:
Write up important trades specific 

language on the board. 
Guide learners to important ideas 

in the text (have them highlight or 
underline them)

A�er:
Discuss the meanings of important 

words.
Ask learners ques�ons about what 

they have read.
Give learners something to discuss in 

pairs.

Figure 9.5 Before, during, and after approach to reading

Source: McLaughlin & Reid, 2017, p. 44
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The tutor begins the reading process by telling learners why they are read-
ing before they begin and asks what they already know. The tutor then 
draws attention to important words and key points as the learners read, 
giving them something to do such as finding or labelling specific informa-
tion during the reading process. After the learners have read the text they 
are given tasks to do such as answering questions about what they have read 
or discussing key ideas. In this way, tutors can check learner understanding 
of the text. Extract 9.1 is an example of how a tutor can use this process 
to draw attention to language in a reading on ‘Tool maintenance’, and Fig-
ure 9.6 is an example of what a text might look like as a learner works 
through the process of identifying key points and keywords:

Extract 9.1 Example of reading strategies used by tutors 

3. Draw attention to key points in the text “Before you start reading 
can you please underline the first sentence in each of the first 5 para-
graphs? These sentences tell you what you are going to read about in 
that paragraph.”

Source: (McLaughlin & Reid, 2017, p. 45)

These resources, such as the word lists, activities for guessing meaning in 
context, and the ‘before, during, after’ framework offer ways for tutors to 

Figure 9.6 Example of what a text might look like using the reading strategies

Source: From McLaughlin and Reid (2017, p. 46)

Tool maintenance
The bolt has to be shaped before it can be 
used. Bolts can be purchased already pre-
shaped but often it is something you need 
to do. 1To shape the bolt it first needs to be 
heated until it is bright red in colour, using oxy 
acetylene. 2 The bolt is then placed on an anvil 
and beaten with a heavy hammer. This can be a 
club, engineers hammer or something similar. 
3 It is important to beat the bolt as smooth as 
possible at this stage to save filing time later. 
It is during this process that the general shape 
of the bolt takes shape. 4 To finish off, the bolt 
is then filed down to smooth off any remaining 
edges.

The bolt then has to be re-heated to be tinned. 
1To heat it, it needs to be hotter than when it 
is soldered, but not so that it goes red.

Oxy acetylene: stuff 
used for welding
tinning:

Coating the bolt in 
solder so solder can 
flow to tip of bolt
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support their learners to read and understand the ‘informationally and lin-
guistically heavy’ texts and work out the meanings of new words they meet 
in these texts, especially when there is a high proportion of technical words.

9.6 Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the key findings of the LATTE project and 
explored the pedagogical implications of this research. We have linked the 
research findings of this project to implications for teaching and learning 
in the trades, with a particular focus on writing, technical vocabulary, 
and reading. The majority of learners on trades courses in New Zealand 
have English as a first language, so challenges they face in dealing with 
the language of the trades relate to first language literacy, for example 
reading and writing complex texts with a high frequency of words that 
are more technical in nature. We have developed resources for tutors to 
use to reflect on their use of language in oral communication, but we 
have not designed resources to help learners develop listening and speak-
ing strategies to be able to communicate effectively in a trades context. 
However, given the research findings discussed in Chapter 7, this would 
warrant further attention, especially for learners for whom English is an 
additional language.

We have described a range of resources that have been developed in 
response to the research project that we hope will be useful to tutors and 
learners. These include Building Writing Skills in Trades Training: The 
Case of Carpentry, a guide for tutors to use that contains planning frame-
works and writing activities, Working around the words – Unpacking lan-
guage in vocational training, a guide for organisations to use that contains 
models, frameworks, and workshop plans for professional development 
and resources for tutors to access, and posters and videos from the guide 
that can be accessed and downloaded. These resources are based on the 
‘learn as you go’ approach that learners describe, which involves draw-
ing attention to trades language as learners are working with the trades, 
carrying out practical work, reading and writing texts, talking about the 
work, and ‘doing the job around the words’; these activities are reflective 
of the apprenticeship approach and Lave and Wenger’s proposition (1991) 
that language is learned through practice. The resources that have been 
designed are based on key principles that underpin embedding in New Zea-
land as found in the Learning Progressions Framework (Tertiary Education 
Commission, 2008). These resources are consistent with developments in 
other countries such as Australia, the United Kingdom, and other coun-
tries where learning the language and developing the literacy is similarly 
carried out in the context of learning the content. We have drawn on a 
strengths-based approach (Schreiner & Anderson, 2005; Lopez & Louis, 
2009), identifying what tutors are already doing to facilitate learning the 
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language of the trades and building on that so the practice of the tutors 
informs the research as much as the research informs that practice through 
the resources we have developed. We hope that the range of resources 
described here, and the strategies and approaches to language develop-
ment in trades training that we have discussed, will be of value not only in 
New Zealand but in vocational education more generally. Our resources 
and strategies help to make the link between research and the pedagogical 
implications we outline and support organisations, tutors, and learners in 
facilitating, teaching, and learning the language of the trades.
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