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Preface

The many Things that Things Afford (or Freedoms and Constraints)
Free to dive between barriers
(Musée des Civilisations d’Europe et de Méditerranée (Marseille, Julia Molinari, 2016)



This thesis is my freedom and invitation to dive between barriers.

Rooted in a critical learning incident which took place in the academic year
1989/1990, my first year as an undergraduate at the University of St
Andrews, my PhD is a promissory note to nurture understanding, respect

and space for diverse literacies.

[ entered university as a promising multilingual and multidisciplinary high
achiever, whose European Baccalaureate grades had been exemplary. That
first undergraduate year ruined everything. My grades nose-dived, dragging
my confidence in tow. The new demands of monolingual and
monodisciplinary writing, and the threshold concepts they required, were
so disorientating that I very nearly dropped out. I didn’t, but I was painfully
alerted to the porous, permeable, fragile reality of being: just as human
identities are multiple, often crashing against entrenched gate-keeping
binaries that demand they be ‘one or the other’, so too are academic

writings.

Yes, there are barriers to who we can be and how we can write, but so too

are there freedoms.



Abstract

...exploring the

boundaries of

‘academicness’
In April 1995, my article was

accepted for publication in
‘Social Text’; precisely a year
later it appeared in print. I
revealed the hoax a few weeks
account OfWhat later (Sokal, 2008, p. xiii)

makes a text

...providing an

‘academic’

The publishers Springer and IEEE
are removing more than 120
papers from their subscription
services after a French researcher
discovered that the works were
computer-generated (Noorden,

2014)

. . 1
2
Is Twitter academzc. The world is all that is the case.

1.1
The world is the totality of facts, not of
things.

Was the early Wittgenstein
[ELTS Sample essays (IELTS Writing Task 2)

The Writing Task 2 of the IELTS test requires you to wite at least 250 words. You wil be aca d emic?
presented with a topic and will e tested on your abilty to respond by ging and justiying an

lopinion, discussing the to oblems, ident ssible solutions
upporting what you wit vith reasons, arguments and relevant examples flom yoUr BT

and s
knowledge or expenence.

Is the IELTS exam academic?




This thesis contextualises academic writing in EAP (English for Academic
Purposes) and subjects it to an interdisciplinary (educational and
philosophical) analysis in order to argue that what makes writing academic
are its socio-academic practices and values, not its conventional forms. In
rejecting dominant discourses that frame academic writing as a transferable
skill which can be reduced to conventional forms, I show that academic
writings are varied and evolve alongside changing writer agencies and
textual environments. This accounts for the emergence of a diverse
academic writing landscape that enacts diverse socio-academic practices
and that does not reduce writing to predictable static surface features. My
methodology resists traditional disciplinary classifications and is in line
with the reflective and interpretative approaches associated with the
humanities. Rather than ‘filling a gap’ in academic writing research, I
challenge writing conventions in EAP by questioning assumptions. This is
because EAP is influential in shaping discourses about academic writing
and, as such, it must not mislead students and practitioners about the
evolving purposes, forms and possibilities for academic expression. The
thesis is divided into three parts, each containing two chapters. Part 1 is
concerned with explaining what academic writing is in EAP and how EAP
can misrepresent it. Part 2 delves into the history of writing and literacy to
tease out the ideologies shaping writing practices. Part 3 proposes a model
based on philosophical theories of mind and sociology that lays the
foundation for a macro theory of academic writing and a future writing
pedagogy. The model re-imagines academic writing as an affordance within
a non-linear, emergent and complex social open system. This system can be
referred to as an organic unity and requires a shift from conceiving writing
as a ‘transferable skill’. When re-imagined as an affordance, change and

diversity in academic writing practices become possible.

Vi
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Framing the research

Preliminaries

what is seen as ‘academic’ writing is contestable and always emergent (A. Archer

& Breuer, 20164, p. 2).

This thesis contextualises academic writing in my area of professional
expertise, EAP (English for Academic Purposes, which I outline below), and
provides a rationale for subjecting it to an educational and philosophical
analysis. Essentially, it argues that what makes writing academic are its
socio-academic practices, not its conventional forms. Since EAP tends to
foreground forms, my critique begins here, but extends to all prescriptive

and mechanistic approaches to academic writing.

Teaching context

My questioning of what makes writing ‘academic’ began when, in 2011, our
presessional' EGAP unit (English for General Academic Purposes) decided
to abandon its IELTS-inspired curriculum in favour of an academic
literacies approach (Lea & Street, 1998; Scott & Lillis, 2007). I[ELTS is a
commercial language proficiency test recognised by many universities; an

academic literacies approach is a transformative, critical and educational

! Presessional courses in the UK enable access to undergraduate and postgraduate courses
for which students typically (but not necessarily) have an offer that is conditional on

passing an EAP course. These are different to insessional courses which offer EAP support
alongside study on degree programmes. Both presessional and insessional courses provide

academic communication support to international and home students.



approach to literacy. This change led to foregrounding a more exploratory
pedagogy (Allwright & Hanks, 2009) centred around the learner’s critical
engagement with knowledge rather than around the transmission of
disembodied language skills and written products. One key feature of our
EAP programmes is that we have, to some extent, created genres to fit the
research our EAP students want to engage with, rather than impose pre-
existing templates. We consider these genres to be ‘academic’ in virtue of
the academic ideas of the writer who generated them and not simply in
virtue of their texts displaying conventional ‘academic’ skills and forms.
Such ‘displays’ typically include, for example, the skill of summarising for its
own sake rather than for a relevant purpose, or including generic
vocabulary from ‘academic lists’ (Coxhead, 2011) rather than from the

student’s own disciplinary discourses.

It was this shift — from form to content - that sparked my reflections on
what makes a text academic. My thesis is a manifestation of this reflection,
rather than its conclusion, and essentially proposes a puzzle, rather than an
answer, to what happens to the ‘academicness’ of writing when we start to

play with its conventional forms.

When P. Bourdieu and Passeron (1994) claimed that ‘academic language is a
dead language for the majority of people and is nobody’s mother tongue’
(referring, specifically, to the French language), they were indexing
concerns that underpin this thesis, namely that what makes language - and
the texts that contain it - academic, requires ongoing reflection and

revision.

Further teaching and learning exchanges confirmed in my mind
that this was a real puzzle, not one that could be easily solved by

following textbook advice or diligently doing classroom tasks. The



following account fictionalises the essence of real conversations |
have had with students over the years as they try to adapt to the

writing expectations of their departments:

I got 48% in my essay and I don’t understand why. I got
distinctions in my Access course and when I was writing this
essay, | thought it was good. I put in references, I looked at
different aspects of the research question, my friend, who is
really good academically, advised me to start with some context
and give some definitions, but my tutor said I had too many
ideas and they weren’t really connected to the main question. I
also don’t really know what a paragraph is or how long it should
be and what should go in the introduction and conclusion? Is
the conclusion just a summary? I need to start writing my
second essay and I just don’t know where to start now. I want to
do it right, but I don’t know how. How do you write an academic
essay? How is it different to what they taught me on my Access
course? I know people who have done A-Levels and they also say

it is completely different to an A-Level essay.

What these student accounts suggest is that they perceive advice about
what makes writing academic as conflicting and confusing, rather than as
context-dependent and ‘contestable and emergent’. Their evidence for this
is that Access and A-level students are finding a mis-match between their
understandings of paragraphs, conclusions and coherence (‘too many ideas
not connected’) and their university tutors’ understandings. Similarly, EAP
students who have been instructed in IELTS, for example, come to
university with beliefs about what makes a text academic that find limited

resonance with disciplinary writing.

If academic writing were framed as ‘contestable and emergent’ from the
outset, this might help writers tolerate its ambiguities, reflect on the
choices they have (rather than the rules), and manage the uncertainty of a

context-dependent writing process.



Without reflecting on what academic language is, why it is as it is and what
purposes it serves, educational institutions risk perpetuating ‘distancing
mechanisms’ whereby academic language alienates those who are not
familiar with it. This unfamiliarity may stem from diverse social and
cultural backgrounds, but not only: there are many academics who choose
to represent knowledge in alternative ways, including non-linguistic ways
(as I show in Chapter 4) and who may also feel excluded by conventional
academic writing practices. Since academic language shapes how we
represent the world (Bazerman, 1988, 2015), retaining a critical stance
towards its affordances seems sensible. It is in this ‘critical’ sense that I will
argue that what makes writing academic is not a static property of texts but

one that is emergent and open to change.

Although knowledge and skills about what makes a text ‘academic’ remain
necessary to operate within existing institutional conventions, a higher
education also needs ‘habits of mind’ and ‘attitudes’ that ensure we remain
“open to surprise and revision” (Warner, 2018, pp. 18-27). This is because
‘existing’ conventions may not always be relevant to the socio-academic

practices that academic writers wish to enact.

Why start with EAP?

In this thesis, I question EAP’s tendency to present academic writing as a
transferable skill which can be reduced to universal rules. Instead, I re-
orient the discourse to showcase that academic writings are varied and
evolve alongside changing academic practices and writer agencies. This re-
orientation can foster the emergence of a diverse academic writing
landscape, one that may avoid reducing writing to predictable static surface
features that are then easily standardised and replicated. When
standardisation takes root, essay mills are more likely to thrive because they
reproduce templates (Molinari, 2014); hoaxes (Cuthbert, 2018) find fertile

soil to implant themselves because when writing is made to ‘look like



writing’ (Warner, 2018, p. 7), it merely mimics academic practices; and
creativity risks being thwarted because uniformity is hostile to diversity

(Tardy, 2016).

A brief introduction to what EAP is can explain why it lends itself to a
discussion about the tensions involved in what makes writing academic.
EAP is concerned with “assisting learners’ study or research in that
language [English]. In this sense, it is a broad term covering all areas of
academic communicative practice such as [...] [s]tudent writing (from
essays to exam papers and graduate theses)” (Hyland, 20064, p. 1). EAP
emerged from within the field of Applied Linguistics (Flowerdew, 2013) and
has distilled its own selective understandings of the writing needs of Higher
Education, often by conducting quantitative surveys on university writing
genres to identify templates that can be taught by EAP teachers (Nesi &
Gardner, 2012). However, such understandings do not systematically do
justice to wider research in Writing Studies and Literacies which reveal
writing to be far more varied in its forms than EAP suggests (Adler-Kassner

& Wardle, 2015).

EAP is further informed by theories of Second Language Acquisition (e.g.
Ellis, 1997), including Sociolinguistics and Semiotics (Halliday, 1994a), and
shares the principles of ESP pedagogies (English for Special or Specific
Purposes, such as English for Business, Pilots, Nurses or Engineers), which
in turn share features of the broader family of Teaching English as a Foreign
Language (TEFL) (Ding & Bruce, 2017, p. 83) (See Fig. 1). Although its
specific aim is to engage learners in the broader discourses and literacies of
academia (Coffin et al., 2002), it is not predominantly informed by writing
research as is, for example, the US tradition of Composition Studies

(Russell, 2002). Rather, its remit is to teach English for the specific purpose
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of enabling non-native and, increasingly, native speakers, to join English-

speaking higher education communities.

Higher
Education
(disciplinary
genres, research
writing)

EAP Applied

TEFL Linguistics
Teaching English (se/izggi;iir;grf -
as a Foreign Sociolinguistics,
Language

Semiotics, ESP)

Figure 1: EAP evolved from TEFL and Applied Linguistics

Moreover, far from engaging with the notion that academic writing is a
‘contestable and emergent’ practice, EAP seems to be moving towards
greater disciplinary specialisation by confining writing practices to
disciplinary norms. For example, EAP courses increasingly offer discipline-
specific writing instruction (such as law, engineering or nursing), possibly
because of the perceived stability and homogeneity that disciplinary
discourses provide (Hyland, 2002d) but also because of a textbook industry
that fossilises conventions (Bennett, 2009) rather than engages critically

with them.

Notwithstanding specialisation, general approaches to academic writing
endure. Ken Hyland, for example, who has played an influential role in
EAP’s 50-year history, has drawn the field’s attention to the ‘Academic
Purposes’ of EAP (including disciplinary values and cultures) which have
had a tendency to be overlooked in favour of a focus on teaching the

‘English’. Specifically, Hyland’s concerns with ensuring that the ‘Academic



Purpose’ of EAP be acknowledged draws on the principle that higher
education is where knowledge is both learnt and transformed (Bereiter &
Scardamalia, 1987), in other words where established knowledge is both
consolidated and critiqued to enable new knowledge and perspectives to
emerge. This requires engaging academically with knowledge, argument

and critical thinking, not only language.

Moreover, language scholars such as Widdowson (1983) have differentiated
the purpose of general EAP from that of specific EAP in terms of the former
providing an ‘education’ and the latter providing ‘training’ (pp. 16-20). What
he means by this is that general approaches to EAP can provide educational
opportunities for questioning, interpreting and analysing underlying
rationales whereas specialist approaches tend to encourage technical skills

aimed at mastery.

The dualisms indexed by Widdowson and Hyland - educating versus
training and academic purpose versus teaching English - raise questions
relating to the extent to which EAP provision has been more concerned
with the learning of established knowledge, norms and conventions (which
might be better achieved through training) and less with transforming
knowledge into new ways of understanding (which is a characteristic of
education)?. As I suggest throughout Part 1, EAP seems more concerned
with training students rather than educating them. This has led to
descriptive and prescriptive programmes of study where students are told
what the academic norms are, as if these were static, homogenous and non-
negotiable. Moreover, since the norms being taught tend to be those
associated with what has been called the ‘scientific paradigm’ (Bennett,
2015; Turner, 2010, 2018), EAP is presenting a particular form of academic
writing that is not representative of all disciplines. Asking students to

replicate norms and conventions leads to uncritical syllabi and assessment

> ] discuss the distinction between training and education in Chapter 2.



practices that do not require knowledge of the broader educational process
of understanding why these norms prevail, what they can and cannot afford
and what the implications of adopting these norms might be for them and

for the academic knowledge communities they will be contributing to.

Given that writing is the preferred mode of academic assessment, as
evidenced by the ‘essay’ remaining the default genre in the humanities and
in many of the arts and social sciences (Womack, 1993), it is not surprising
that it is student writing that receives a great deal of attention in higher
education and EAP. This has been shown in Nesi and Gardner (2012) and
Andrews (2003). As a consequence of the centrality of writing, the focus on
norms and training mentioned above can be extended to how academic
writing is also approached. This is despite a shift, in the last 20 years or so,
from a narrow focus on text and its linguistic norms towards more
multimodal forms of communication (Andrews, 2010, p. 93; Andrews, Borg,
Davis Boyd, Domingo, & England, 2012; Paré, 2018; Roozen & Erickson,
2017). This shift has seen literacy practices (such as informed rhetorical
choices about style and multimodality), as opposed to skills (such as the
decontextualized and transferable mechanics of writing, like referencing or
paragraphing), come to the fore in several areas of research writing,
including Kamler and Thomson (2006) and A. Archer and Breuer (2015).
EAP, however, has been slow to catch up with or embrace this trend, a

trend that indexes the richness and possibilities academic writing practices

afford.

This richness is being documented by writing and higher education
scholars who recognise that university writing practices need to continue

reflecting the range of purposes that these practices are intended to fulfil.



Such purposes include preparing students for the multimodal
communication needed in the twenty-first century (Andrews et al., 2012; A.
Archer & Breuer, 2016b; Mcculloch, 2017; Paré, 2017) and respecting the
diverse literacies and identities that students bring with them to academia
(Roozen & Erickson, 2017; Sperlinger, McLellan, & Pettigrew, 2018;

Williams, 2017) .

Approach and aims

To answer my research question - what makes writing academic - I have
chosen an interdisciplinary approach which draws on educational and
philosophical theories. This means that my methodology resists traditional
disciplinary classifications and is more in line with the reflective and
interpretative approaches associated with the humanities, rather than the
social sciences. This is partly to harness familiarity and continuity with my
previous educational background in Philosophy and Education, but also
because I would like this thesis to remain part of an ongoing reflective
process, rather than its conclusion. Rather than ‘filling a gap’ or ‘creating a
research space’ (Swales, 1990) - conventions which dominate traditional
research writing paradigms and conjure up a comforting, bold and
confident sense of closure (gaps get filled, spaces are finite, and researchers
‘occupy territories and niches’ staking their claim to own rather than share
ideas) - I have chosen to challenge conventions in the field of EAP writing

by simply questioning some of the assumptions it is founded on.

This allows my research to be explorative rather than exploitative
(D’Agostino, 2012), meaning that it aims to ‘discover and innovate’ within
the realm of what is possible, rather than ‘add details and fill in gaps’
(Krishnan, 2013, p. 19) within the boundaries of what already exists. In this
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sense, it fulfils the socio-academic practice of being imaginative about

‘future possibilities’ (Barnett, 2012, 2013)’.

My approach further aligns with the kind of ‘problematisation’ discussed in
Alvesson and Sandberg (2013), who also object to the uncritical adoption of
the default ‘gap-spotting’ approach to research on the grounds that it posits
an incremental approach to academic enquiry that often leaves the
underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions unchallenged.
Rather, my aim is to ‘unsettle’ assumptions about academic writing in the
sense outlined here by Barnett (1990, p. 155) with reference to ‘higher

learning’:

A genuine higher learning is subversive in the sense of
subverting the student’s taken-for-granted world, including the
world of endeavour, scholarship, calculation or creativity, into
which he or she has been initiated. A genuine higher education
is unsettling; it is not meant to be a cosy experience. It is
disturbing because, ultimately, the student comes to see that

things could always be other than they are.

Similarly, monodisciplinary approaches to knowledge can lead to
assumptions remaining unchallenged, allowing them to seem ‘objective’
and to then ‘settle’ into established, arguably complacent, ways of knowing.
Such disciplinary objectivity and complacency, however, has its challengers.
Because of such challenges (briefly outlined below), it is wise to question
and reflect upon the extent to which the notion of ‘objectivity’ is indeed
universal, historically and socially agreed upon, and whether it can be
exclusively conflated with the purpose of epistemic enquiry, including

mono and interdisciplinary pursuits.
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For example, there is, arguably, a plurality of different conceptions of
objectivity. This has been documented historically by Daston and Galison
(2007) who trace the etymological trajectory of epistemic virtues. They
locate the naming of the epistemic virtue of ‘objectivity’ (understood as a
mechanical conception of reality that does not require the subjective
interpretation of a knower) within the mid-19t" century (2007, pp. 17 and
31). Although they concede that etymology does not, in and of itself, bring
reality into existence (i.e. naming something does not negate its previous
existence), they argue that ‘objectivity and epistemology do not coincide’
(ibid) because the history of epistemology, namely of the ways in which we
have come to know and interpret reality, has drawn on other epistemic
virtues. These include the virtue of ‘truth-to-nature’ (an essentialist and
universal representation of reality where scientist and artist work together
to represent what they see (cf. early 18" century botanical drawings) and
‘trained judgment’ (whereby scientists make judgments about and interpret

data) (Daston and Galison, 2007, pp. 20-21).

The socio-feminist theories of the 20™ century have further broadened the
range of what counts as an epistemic virtue. Feminist philosopher of
science Harding (1995), for example, has argued that disciplinary
assumptions that seem to be ‘objective’ are only so from the particular
‘standpoint’ of the researcher. Standpoint theory has been described as a
‘political and social epistemology’ and explicitly positions the knower as a
legitimate source of epistemic justification (Wylie, 2003). This indexes a
further epistemic virtue, namely one in which ‘insider knowledge’ (such as
being a black maid in a white household) affords explanatory power not
necessarily available to an outsider (such as a researcher investigating

racism).
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To illustrate standpoint theory, Harding refers to Aristotelian and
Ptolomeic geocentricism (1995, p. 339), which claimed ‘objectivity’ from a
particular empirical standpoint. Once that standpoint shifted, a new
epistemology emerged. Similarly, in social science, “[m]arital rape was a
legal and, for most people, conceptual impossibility until collective political
struggle and theorising resulted in its articulation in the law” (1995, p. 343).
Her point is that many disciplinary notions of ‘strong objectivity’ and claims
to what is ‘true’ are built on ‘standpoint’ assumptions that obscure

complexity.

Moreover, from a specifically interdisciplinary perspective, epistemologist
D’Agostino (2012) recognises that disciplinary classifications can and do
advance knowledge. Because of this epistemic pursuit, ‘disciplinarity’ could
be said to count as an ‘epistemic virtue’, yet, for D’Agostino, what actually
binds traditional disciplines is their ‘shallow consensus’ rather than the
epistemic virtue of ‘objectivity’, for example. This ‘shallow consensus’ can
be understood as a broad and abstract disciplinary assumption (or
agreement), such as ‘democracy is worthwhile’. However, a ‘shallow
consensus’ can also go unchallenged when more fine-grained, technical
analyses within disciplines - such as which countries can be classified as
democratic or which electoral systems are more conducive to democracy -
prevent researchers from questioning their initial assumptions, such as
whether democracy is indeed a universally worthwhile pursuit. When
academic communities syphon into specialised and technical sub-fields
about how to implement democracy, for example, they are less likely to
question their initial assumptions, namely the value of democracy itself.
Such syphoning then avoids abstractions, inhibits non-specialist

communication and encourages incremental approaches to knowledge that
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can mask deep-rooted, and potentially erroneous assumptions. All of this
points to what Wiley recognises as ‘epistemic trade-offs’ (2003, p. 34),
namely that the objectivity-making properties of epistemic virtues cannot
be ‘simultaneously maximised’. What this means, to paraphrase Wiley, is
that ‘the commitment to maximise specialist understandings requires a
trade-off of empirical depth against value judgments about democracy (for

example)’ (ibid).

An equivalent shallow consensus in EAP might be that ‘academic writing is
formal’. Fine-grained approaches to how to teach such formality then
syphon EAP into its own sub-fields of discipline-specific writing, academic
grammar and academic corpora, leaving the original assumption
unchallenged and, in doing so, denying students the opportunity ‘to see

that things could always be other than they are’.

Although important, such incremental approaches can also hamper the
advancement of knowledge because, as Krishnan (2013, p. 1) argues in his

response to D’Agostino:

The problem with disciplinarity [...] is that it results in the division of
knowledge into compartments that resist easy access because the
disciplines protect their body of knowledge through the invention and
use of discipline-specific knowledge practices. This makes real
interdisciplinarity more difficult and causes, as described by Donald T.
Campbell, the “redundant piling up of highly similar specialties”

separated in different disciplines and departments (1969, 361).

What this looks like in EAP is a ‘piling up of highly similar textbooks and
resources’ on how to write an academic essay, for example, that ‘resist’

challenge from other disciplines, such as Composition Studies (Tardy & Jwa,
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2016), Academic Literacies (Scott & Lillis, 2007), Multimodality (A. Archer &
Breuer, 2015), post-Colonial Literacies (Thesen & Cooper, 2013) or

Philosophy and Sociology (Judd, 2003) .

EAP is a fairly well-established field (it has its own journals, professional
networks, conferences, publications, and all the trappings of what
constitutes a field of study) and, as such, it, too, boasts its own shallow
consensus and fine-grained specialisms, from building lexical corpora to
analysing discipline-specific genres. Rather than add further to the process
of disciplinary specialisation and incremental technicalisation admonished
by Krishan, I have chosen to take a step back and challenge some of the

shallow consensus that binds EAP with regards to academic writing.

[ do this by asking a deceptively simple question: what makes writing
academic, given its diversity and contingent history and given that what can
seem to be academic may not be academic at all (as in the case of academic

hoaxes)?

[ have chosen Philosophy, broadly understood as a form of enquiry into the
nature of things, as the main approach for this thesis because it allows me
to step back from the traditional disciplinary specialisms and standpoints of
EAP and engage more freely in considering alternative conceptualisations of

academic writing (Chester, 2016, p. 21):

In this situation, philosophy provides a radical freedom of thought - a
real philosopher doesn’t use a particular set of variables or defend a
particular set of methodologies, a real philosopher enjoys a radical

freedom to ask and answer in unprecedent ways.

Whilst I am not at all identifying with ‘real philosophers’ (or educationalists

for that matter), nor do I share the view that the discipline of Philosophy
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doesn’t ‘defend a particular set of methodologies’, | adopt the spirit of the
above quotation in order to claim that research into academic writing
might benefit from resisting, or momentarily suspending, disciplinary and
methodological classification. This is because researching writing in the
field of EAP, where my thesis begins, has led me to raise broader questions
that require educational and philosophical responses. Instead of deciding
where I stand on any particular (specialist) theory of writing, by identifying
putative gaps and limitations, I take a step back to look at writing as a
broad and abstract social phenomenon, and then try to clarify questions
regarding its nature, such as ‘what is writing’ and ‘what makes it academic’.
This steers me more towards a theory of academic writing, not to applied

advice on ‘how to write’.

[ will theorise about how writing in general accounts for historical, cultural
and individual differences and about what activities are so central and
characteristic of writing that they become constitutive of writing. In other
words what are the functions without the availability of which we would
regard something as not academic writing? I draw on an open-ended and

non-exhaustive list.

[ have chosen a historical and analytic approach that allows me to ‘dissect
research problems into their parts’ (Hobbs, 2014, p. 29) in order to address
the central dualism of my research, namely that approaches to academic
writing in EAP tend to be either skills-based or social practice-based (Part
1). Dualisms and binaries have had a tendency to characterise Western
approaches to knowledge (for example, by privileging reason over emotion
or theory over practice). I will address the dualism I have identified in EAP
writing by framing it ‘analytically’ (M. Archer, 1995, pp. 15-16). This allows

me to treat ‘each pole separately and on its own terms’ (Little, 2012) whilst

15



also recognising that their relation is real and can be understood

independently of each part (Chapter 6).

An analytic approach allows me to address the epistemological and
ontological dualism that underlies EAP’s approach to academic writing. As
introduced in Part 1, and discussed throughout the thesis, this dualism
manifests itself as a binary between skills, which tell me how to achieve
something, namely procedural knowledge; and practices, which are claims
about what is the case, namely propositional knowledge (Fantl, 2017; Knorr
Cetina, Schatzki, & von Savigny, 2001). EAP makes knowledge claims such
as ‘writing is formal, objective and linear’ that collapse claims about how to

write (procedural) with what writing is (propositional).

In doing so, EAP collapses epistemology into ontology by suggesting that an
understanding of some basic constitutive elements of a composite (its
putative formality, objectivity, and linearity) is sufficient for knowledge of
the composite. In other words, by describing what academic writing is in
terms of particular standpoints that enable us to know what it is composed
of (i.e. skills and conventions that make it formal, objective and linear), we
can know what academic writing is. But this is not the case. The fact that I
have come to know academic writing as ‘formal, objective and linear’ does
not tell me what academic writing is because there could be other kinds of
academic writing that do not share these characteristics. Moreover, | may
be using methods to determine what academic writing is that do not make

visible alternative accounts of it.

In this sense, EAP conflates how it has come to know academic writing with
what academic writing is. This amounts to an epistemic fallacy, discussed in

Chapter 5, whereby ‘how we come to know the world’ gets equated with the

16



way the world is. That this is problematic can be evidenced by how, for
example, definitions of IQ or literacy or numeracy or sex and gender differ

according to the methods of enquiry used to establish their ontologies.

EAP makes further ontological claims, such as ‘composites are nothing
more than the sum of their basic constitutive elements’ (Beckett & Hager,
2018, pp. 138-140). This is a reductionist claim that underscores mainstream

approaches to EAP writing, and one which I will reject in this thesis.

My analytic approach attempts to expose these epistemological and
ontological conflations by proposing a generative model of academic
writing that allows for change in how instances of academic writing come
to be classified in the first place and what academic writing is: the former
requires empirical and inductive observation and includes a range of
methodologies such as ethnography and corpus analysis to show how
varied academic writings are. The latter demands a conceptual shift that
does not conflate what something is composed of with what it is as a whole.
This means that whatever our inductive observations tell us about what
academic writing looks like may not be sufficient to determine what makes

writing academic.

Organisation
I am ultimately interested in accounting for the academic nature of writing
in the more general sense of ‘academic’3, but my starting point is to reflect

on how academic writing has been conceptualised in the specific area of

3] am aware of the research on the discipline-specificity of academic writing, research
writing and writing for publication, but I am starting from the premise that there is a
general sense in which we understand ‘academic’, not least because courses in general EAP

exist (Turner, 2018, p. 50; 59; 18).
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EAP with a view to broadening its meaning. To do this, I have divided the

thesis into three main parts, each of which contains 2 chapters.
e Part1- Whatitis

This is where [ establish that EAP frames writing dualistically as either a

skill or as a social practice and show why this dualism is problematic.
Chapter 1 - The trouble with EAP

The opening chapter identifies three main problems with EAP writing and
exemplifies these in terms of straightjacket approaches; inadequate
qualifications; and servitude. I argue that a skills-based approach reduces
writing in ways that erase writing’s social practices and that textbooks
contribute to this erasure. I also claim that, typically, EAP teachers, whilst
qualified to teach English as a foreign language, may not be equally
qualified to teach academic writing. This paves the way for discussing the

implications.
Chapter 2 - The implications of all this trouble

Because of the way academic writing conventions have fossilised in EAP by
being reduced to marketized rules and conventions nurtured by a lack of
scholarly engagement, a particular kind of academic discourse has
established itself and become universalised. This has led to the
marginalisation of cognate fields and has standardised academic writing to
a mono-culture that ignores the diversity of writers and textual

environments.
e Part2- Whyitis

The second part is concerned with historical contingencies and current

practices. It showcases writing as a diverse and varied practice that is at
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odds with the mono-culture portrayed by EAP. It contains the two largest

chapters of this thesis.
Chapter 3 - Writing’s origins and ideologies

This is where I show that the very notion of writing is contested by tracing
its etymological origins and its conflation with the alphabet. I also condense
the history of universities and their engagement with writing to show how
writing and literacy are inextricably linked in Western societies and that
this has ideological repercussions on epistemic representation, justice and

inclusion.
Chapter 4 - What makes writing academic

The central claim of my thesis hinges on this chapter. It is where I propose
that practices, not skills, make a text academic. I refer to studies in
threshold concepts and showcase examples of alternative ways to represent
academic knowledge. This allows me to scind the traditional umbilical
bond between language and argument and suggest that multimodal forms

of argumentation are more fitting for twenty first century academia.
e Part 3 - How it could be

The final part introduces my theoretical contribution to studies on
academic writing. It locates academic writing within Complexity Theory
(e.g. Byrne & Callaghan, 2014) and proposes four conceptual spaces in
which to re-think writing as a socio-academic practice. What these four
spaces have in common is their emphasis on the nature and interaction of
parts and wholes. They show that there is no necessary connection between

each.
Chapter 5 - Complexity
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Complexity Theory allows me to propose a macro-theory of writing that
positions academic writing within an open system that is generative of
novelty and mindful of diverse approaches. This is because academic
writing is non-linear, meaning that small changes in its micro-constituents
(such as choice of words) can lead to big changes at the macro-level (such
as epistemological and ontological representations). This indicates that the
effects of a small change can be disproportionate to their causes and that

the former cannot be reduced to the latter.
Chapter 6 - Academic emergence

The four conceptual spaces are drawn from philosophy of mind, sociology

and aesthetics: they are affordance theory; organic unities, emergence; and
program explanation. Each interacts as exemplified by the model proposed
in Appendix A and reproduced below (Fig. 2). It forms an open system that

accounts for novelty and change, allowing academic writing to be re-

defined.
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Figure 2: Appendix A - Affordance Model of Academic Writing
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In summary, by showing that what makes writing academic are its socio-
academic practices, not its rules and surface features, I will reconceptualise
academic writing as an open and non-linear system. This allows for diverse
academic practices to emerge and for novel forms of writing to count as
‘academic’. This has implications for academic writing pedagogy and for
developing the literacies of a diverse, international and multicultural

academic community.

Notes on style

Because of the interdisciplinary (e.g. philosophy, education, history,
sociology) readings that I have drawn on to write this thesis, the reader may
notice some stylistic heterogeneity in my own academic prose as well some
inconsistency, since I advocate multimodal approaches whilst adopting a
traditional monomodal format. Since this is a thesis about what makes
writing academic, I thought I'd better explain what makes my writing

academic.

As an academic writer and regarding stylistic variations, although I have
been mindful of what voice to project in my writing, the thesis reflects the
heteroglossic (Bakhtin & Holquist, 1981), multimodal (A. Archer & Breuer,
2015) and theoretical (Besley & Peters, 2013; Peters, 2009) discourses that
have informed my thinking. By ‘discourses’ I mean the different ways that
language is used in the different disciplines and in the social practices that
they enact (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 62-72). This means that I swing between
encyclopaedic tones, especially when trying to relay key historical events
that have shaped writing, to ones that are didactic (when providing

examples), analytic (when trying to convey key notions in the philosophy of
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mind) and simplistic (when trying to retain a macro stance that glosses over

micro analyses).

Regarding multimodality, my thesis is a manifestation of the skills and
practices | am familiar with, of negotiations with my supervisors and
informed choices about expectations. It reflects my agency in relation to the
textual environments that have shaped me. What I advocate here is that
academic writers should be writing, drawing or dancing their PhDs or other
texts according to their (cap)abilities and in relation to what is structurally
possible and institutionally negotiated with(in) the textual environment
(see Appendix A). I am not advocating that writers engage in acts of
‘arbitrary or radical defiance’ (Sousanis, 2016), but that they be respected as
agents who have a degree of freedom and knowledge to enact unique ways
of expressing themselves academically. What follows represents my
(cap)abilities in re-shaping (Bazerman, 1988) and transducting (i.e.
translating from one mode to another) (Bezemer & Kress, 2008) the
knowledge that I have developed over the past six years of part-time
research and which came to me in the form of words, images, quotations,
personal anecdotes, conversations with students, colleagues and critical
friends, social media interactions, blog writing and conference
presentations. My own bilingualism and background literacies (Italian and
French) also explain idiosyncrasies in signposting and sentence structures.

All of this has contributed to my style.
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Part 1
What It Is

It is ironic that some educational institutions [...] militate against the
very higher-order thinking that they are supposed to encourage

(Andrews, 2010, p. 53)
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Chapter 1- The trouble with EAP writing

On the one hand, it would be in their learners’ interests if they [teachers] could

help them to conform to the expectations of the institution. On the other hand,

by doing so, they are reproducing the ideologies and inequities of the institution

and society at large (A. Archer and Breuer, 2016, p. 4)
Introduction
Chapter 1 highlights three distinct but inter-related problems with how EAP
conceptualises academic writing. The linearity of the medium I am writing
in obliges me to list these problems sequentially, but they are not
sequential: they are co-occuring, co-causal and inter-connected. The first
problem signals the conflation of academic writing with a set of transferable
skills rather than with the enactment of social practices: this turns writing
into a ‘straightjacket’. I suggest that an over-reliance on and mis-use of

textbooks foments this conflation.

Secondly, I trace the conflation to the disciplinary origins of EAP. These are
in Applied Linguistics and EFLT (English Foreign Language Teaching)
rather than in the literary, humanist, scientific and sociological fields of
Sociolinguistics, Critical Discourse Analysis, Writing Studies, Research
Writing, Science Writing, Sociology or Anthropology, which means EAP
teachers are qualified to teach language skills and acquisition, not writing

practices and discourses.

And thirdly, I foreground EAP’s status as a ‘handmaiden to the proper
disciplines’. What this means is that it is both institutionally (dis)located
(i.e. some EAP Units are part of Universities; some are not) and separated

from the disciplines themselves (i.e. writing is taught as a separate skill).
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This has led to EAP behaving more like a service industry than a field of
study, creating the conditions for academic writing to become a
standardised product instead of a process for learning and thinking about

how it represents knowledge.

The straightjacket

Dominant models of EAP writing practices are frequently framed as
dualistic. They are broadly referred to as either skills-based (Hyland, 2006,
p. 17) and straightforwardly transferable to other academic contexts; or as
social practices (Lea & Street, 1998, p. 159; Lillis & Curry, 20104, p. 19)4,
which are less straightforwardly transferable because they are concerned
with protean human activity that changes according to socio-academic
contexts, purposes and intentions. References to this dualism resonate
throughout the literatures in which writing is discussed from a UK
EAP/Academic Literacies perspective (e.g. Hocking & Toh, 2010; Lea &
Street, 1998; Scott & Lillis, 2007; Wingate & Tribble, 2012) and a US
Composition Studies perspective (e.g. Anson & Moore, 2016; Downs &

Wardle, 2007; Russell & Cortes, 2012).

Drawing on Hamilton and Pitt (2009), I will liken skills-based approaches
to a straightjacket. First, however, I provide some background to the skills-

practice divide.

Knowing how and knowing that

4In EAP, a ‘skill’ can be understood as a mechanical ability to turn, for example, an active
sentence into a passive one. This ability simply requires following rules. By contrast, a
‘social practice’ is knowing when and why a passive or an active voice is appropriate, which

cannot be universalised.
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Distinctions between skills and practices differentiate between ‘knowing
how’ to do something (for example, how to spell a word) and ‘knowing that’
(for example, that words can have different meanings in different contexts).
Skills thus become equated with ‘technical knowledge’ and social practices
with ‘practical knowledge’: the former concerns knowledge of rules and
techniques; the latter “consists of organised abilities to discern, judge and
perform that are [...] rooted in understanding, beliefs, values and attitudes
[...]. Practical knowledge is acquired by living within the organised social

world”(Hirst, 1998, p. 152).

Broadly, this dualism maps onto the distinction between procedural
knowledge (knowing how to do something) and propositional knowledge
(knowing that something is the case), whereby skills are examples of the
former and practices of the latter (Fantl, 2017). The roots of this dualism run
deep and have evolved from translations of the ancient Greeks’ distinction
between epistémé (science/theory) and techné (craft/practice). As such, the
dichotomy of skills and practices is deeply embedded in Western
understandings of human activity. It can be discerned in ancient
philosophy, specifically in Aristotle’s ethical theory. Aristotle describes as
poieis those human actions that require a form of knowledge he called
techné, which has been translated as a rule-governed ‘ability to make’ an
artefact, product or craft, such as a ship, tool or pot. Because poiesis
requires the maker to know in advance what the result of their activity will
be, it is not the same as praxis, which is an action aimed at ‘doing’ some
morally worthwhile ‘good’ and not at the production of an artefact. Within
the Aristotelian tradition, political, social and educational activities, whose

nature is open-ended, reflective (phronesis or wisdom, deliberation) and
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explorative, falls under praxis, not poiesis (Carr, 1998, pp. 168-169; Hogan,

2015, p. 372).

The dualism remains current in philosophical, sociological and educational
discussions about how theory relates to practice. For example, Mike Rose
(2005) blurs these distinctions in his sociological accounts of the tacit
propositional knowledge needed to perform the highly skilled labour of
‘American workers’; Graff and Birkenstein (2006) do the same when they
encourage the use of ‘know how’ templates as a way to ‘demystify’ the
practice of academic writing; and Warner (2018, p. 20) goes further in
subsuming ‘skills’ under ‘practices’ alongside ‘knowledge’, ‘habits of mind’

and ‘attitudes’.

In EAP, the skills-practices dichotomy reveals similar binaries. On the one
hand, it foregrounds an atomistic and technical understanding of what
makes writing ‘academic’ in which skills-based approaches are conflated
with discrete textual items - such as ‘academic words’ (Coxhead, 2011;
Paquot, 2010) or the rules for achieving specific ‘paragraph structures’
(Bailey, 2006)- that then become markers of ‘academicness’. This approach
is problematic because, for example, it remains silent on the broader
practice of finding an ‘academic voice’ (Elbow, 1994b; Matsuda & Tardy,
2008) or on the practice of cultivating an awareness of readership
(audience) (Richardson, 1990b). On the other hand, the ‘holistic’ and
complex understanding of literacy, associated with a practice approach,
potentially loses sight of the particulars typically involved in or associated
with making a text ‘academic’. For example, a social practice approach
downplays linguistic ‘accuracy’ or appropriate ‘academic style’ on the

grounds that these vary or that they embody exclusionary ideologies and
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powers that ignore the purpose of the writer and the experiences they bring

with them (Lillis, 2001; Scott, 2013; Thesen & Cooper, 2013; Turner, 2018).

In this sense, both approaches - skills-based and social practice - are
problematic as neither is satisfactory in pinning down what makes writing
academic. In isolating textual and linguistic features from the wider social
practices of having purposes and audiences, skills-based writing pedagogies
can weaken the academic credibility of the resulting written text. This is
what T. Moore and Morton (2005) have shown by arguing against the
academic credibility of IELTS written tasks (such as the 250-word
unreferenced essay) because these encourage de-contextualised language
skills at the expense of evidence-based claims and referenced-research. This
leads to ‘hollow’ and ‘stilted’ expressions aimed at displaying language
instead of thought: this, combined with weak and unsupported arguments,
can result in ‘bad writing’ (Helms-Park & Stapleton, 2003). Aware of the
perils of the skills-based approach, Paltridge (1992) called for EAP to
integrate its reading and writing tasks so that they become academically
authentic, allowing student writers to read-to-write and draw on evidence
from literature to back their claims. Despite this call, popular commercial
EAP syllabi still tend to differentiate between the four discrete skills of
reading, writing, speaking and listening (for example, Sowton, 2016) as do
many EAP Units who still advertise their courses using the language of

discrete skills.

On the other hand, when standard forms of English and of academic

expression are being questioned (Jenkins, 2014), for example by being re-
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genred> (English, 2011) or translanguaged® (Wei, 2016), then this can raise
issues about where, how and whether we draw the boundaries between
what counts and does not count as ‘academic’ (cf. Canagarajah and Lee

(2013); Le Ha (2009); Scott (2013).

Despite there being no evidence that correlates grammatical and lexical
accuracy per se with good academic writing (Hyland, 2016c, pp. 146-147; 151;
Mike Rose, 1989, p. 141; Warner, 2018, pp. 106-110), prescriptive, skills-based,
straight-jacket literacies - often referred to as ‘essayist’ literacies (see, for
example, Andrews, 2003; Gimenez, 2008; Womack, 1993) that focus on
language and accuracy have dominated the EAP approach to writing.
Reasons for this vary and range from the ubiquity of commercial
assessments (Leung, Lewkowicz, & Jenkins, 2016; Turner, 2004; 2018, p. 132)

to pedagogy and its use of textbooks.

Whilst I recognise the contentions surrounding the skills-practice divide,
such as the fact that propositional and procedural knowledge cannot always
be seamlessly prised apart, for the purpose of my argument, I take the more
negative stance that EAP has, historically, erred on the side of skills. This is

because it has tended to propose templates as “formulaic devices [...] that

5 ‘Re-genring’ is a term used by English (2011) to describe the process of re-working an essay
by using a different genre, for example, from prose to a dialogue. This allows “students to
introduce new perspectives, debate new issues and show a greater sense of ownership over
the topic than was apparent in their original essays” (201, p. 1) and develops critical
thinking in ways that are not text-centred.

¢ ‘Translanguaging’ is a term used by several socio-linguists, including Canagarajah (2011),
Wei (2016) and Leung, Lewkowicz, & Jenkins (2016) to describe the multilingual practice of
communicating by drawing on one’s full linguistic repertoire to re-appropriate or re-define
meanings. Translanguaging is viewed as a positive practice and signals a departure from

framing ‘interference’ from other languages as negative.
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encourage passive learning or lead students to put their writing on

automatic pilot” (Graff & Birkenstein, 2006, p. xxii).
Skills

Within the field of Writing Studies (associated with the American tradition
of Rhetoric and Composition; see, for example, Tardy and Jwa (2016), skills
have been described as the art of “knowing what you are doing and making
intelligent choices” (Bazerman, 1988, p. 321). However, such a broad and
positive description is rare as well as applicable to countless other
attainments (e.g. reason, wisdom and good sense). In the established
disciplinary traditions of Education and Philosophy, skills are more readily
seen as ‘limitations’ that encourage ‘mere habits’ (Dewey, 1916, pp. 78; 83;
310; 339-340). It is this negative labelling of skills as habit-forming rather
than as conducive to or a manifestation of (as M. Rose (2005) would argue)
thinking and reflection that underscores several literatures that critique
EAP, including writings by Lillis, Harrington, Lea, and Mitchell (2015); Lillis
and Tuck (2016); Paltridge (1992); Paltridge and Starfield (2016); Paltridge,

Starfield, and Tardy (2016); Yun and Standish (2018).

Furthermore, skills-based approaches are associated with the ‘myth of
transience’ (Russell, 2002, p. 50). The ‘myth’ consists in the mistaken belief
that writing can be taught in transitory, temporary and isolated ways
without an authentic purpose and that whatever skills are learnt in a
writing class can be seamlessly transferred to all other contexts. Such
approaches reflect the widespread perception that writing instruction can
be out-sourced and learnt separately from the disciplines, a perception that

has been challenged by Rose (1985, p. 355):
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... the belief persists in the American university that if we can
just do x, ory, the problem of poor student writing will be solved

... and higher education will be able to return to its real work.

The negative framing of skills-based approaches to literacy and learning can
be further traced to what anthropologist and New Literacy scholar Brian
Street (1984) called the ‘ideological and autonomous approach’. This model
“encourages a transparency approach to language and transmission
understanding of language pedagogy” (A. Fischer, 2015, p. 83). What Fischer
means by ‘transparency’ and ‘transmission’, respectively, is that the
meaning of words is treated as unequivocal (i.e. clear) and that this
meaning can be taught and learnt (i.e. passed on) without the need to
interpret or negotiate how or why the words are used, by whom and in
which contexts. As such, the autonomous model frames academic writing
as a cognitive skill that exists independently of its contexts and which “does
not recognise that learning rests on the integrated development of both
writing and reading within the disciplinary discourse” (Turner, 2018, p. 134).
Zamel (19983, 1998b) has similarly argued that the autonomous model
presents the learning of language in essentialist terms, namely as a skill that
is decontextualized from the ‘intellectual work’ that it has to do. For
example, learning how to compose a paragraph (a skill) is not the same as
understanding the ‘intellectual work’ that paragraphs do (a practice), i.e.
that they cumulatively build arguments and for this reason can vary in

length and structure (Thomson, 2018a).

American educationalist and writing scholar Mike Rose (1985, 1989) has
lamented the conflation of learning to write with the acquisition of
cognitive skills (such as memorising rules). He claims that when we

collapse the process of writing into the acquisition of skills, this risks side-
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lining the need to nurture every-day exploratory and personal literacies, the
imagination (1989, p. 212) and a sense of ‘wonder’ (p. 223), all of which are
more conducive to developing writing abilities. He traces this conflation
back to the early twentieth-century writing curriculum which was
influenced by studies in psychology. These were used to inform pedagogies
based on ‘memory and drill’ and the mechanics of grammatical ‘dos and
don’ts’ (Rose, 1989, p. 207). He labelled this socio-historical culturally
decontextualized, mechanical and cognitive approach to literacy as
‘essentialist’ and ‘exclusionary’, further claiming that it assumes the
meaning of words is straightforwardly accessible to all. Instead, he argues, it
excludes learners who do not share its underlying conceptual frameworks.
What better explains students’ misunderstandings of academic discourse is
often not their lack of specialist vocabulary but their ignorance of the
‘semiotic’ reach of academic words and of the conceptual frameworks and

disciplinary traditions they belong to (1989, pp. 182-184).

One poignant example offered by Rose is of a student, Lucia, whose
brother’s mental illness drew her to a psychology degree. The specific
jargon, such as ‘alchemy’, and abstract conceptual frameworks that are
embedded in the disciplinary literatures of psychology, such as ‘there is no
such thing as mental illness’, were not ones that she recognised from her
personal experience of psychology. Despite her first-hand knowledge of
mental illness, she began to feel excluded from the academic knowledge she
wanted access to. This was because of her unfamiliarity with the language
and what it referred to, not because of her inability to understand
psychology. The university’s response to Lucia’s difficulties was to remove
her from the psychology class and send her to language lessons that would

‘fix’ and ‘remedy’ her lack of understanding. Rose’s point is that ‘remedial’
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approaches to developing academic literacy, which are frequently

associated with skills-based approaches (Anson & Moore, 2016; Myers

Zawacki & Cox, 2014; Russell, 2002) and which are couched in the language

of medicalisation (diagnose problems, drop-in clinic) and failure (fix,

correct), are unlikely to help students become writers. The reason for this is

that academic terms refer to histories of concepts that form ‘disciplinary

conversations’ and have a semiotic reach that extends beyond the word

itself. This indicates that they cannot be understood outside the discipline

by decontextualized rote learning and grammatical drills or gap-fills.

The following passage captures what is generally meant by
‘decontextualised and autonomous’ literacy skills (Rose, 1989, p. 192,

emphasis added):

The discourse of academics is marked by terms and expressions
that represent an elaborate set of shared concepts and
orientations: alienation, authoritarian personality, the social
construction of the self, determinism, hegemony, equilibrium,
intentionality, recursion, reinforcement, and so on. This language
weaves through so many lectures and textbooks, is internal to so
many learned discussions, that it’s easy to forget what a foreign
language it can be. Freshmen are often puzzled by the talk they
hear in the classrooms, but what is important to note here is
that their problem is not simply one of limited vocabulary. If we
see that problem as knowing or not knowing a list of words, as
some quick-fix remedies suggest, then we’ll force glossaries on

students and miss the complexity of the issue.

Throughout this thesis, I too take the more negative view that a skills-based

approach to academic writing, as it is enacted in EAP, excludes diverse ways

of approaching writing, inhibits thinking and reflection on conventions,

33



and encourages a one-size-fits-all approach which ‘excludes’ other
potentially fruitful ways of representing knowledge. However, I go further. I
argue that it also restricts possibilities for what makes writing academic
because it reduces writing to a finite set of skills that become the ends of the
writing process, not the means to a practice that is changing. In this
respect, [ agree with Hamilton and Pitt (2009, p. 63; 70; 76), who have
claimed that in an evolving globalised and digitalised higher education
landscape, academic genres — understood as ‘conventionalised ways of
acting and interacting’ (2009, p. 63) - can function like a ‘straightjacket’
because they impose forms of writing that may not suit the content and

purpose of the author or context.

Furthermore, the reduction of academic writing to a set of skills is at odds
with how the broader field of writing research approaches academic
writing, which is more questioning and critical, and more open to
possibilities for representation. For example, A. Archer and Breuer (2016b)
and Huang and Archer (2017) emphasise the multimodal nature of and
possibilities for writing in higher education, often drawing on the socio-
semiotic theories of Kress (2010); within the established tradition of
sociological and anthropological concerns with representation (Becker,
2007; Geertz, 1973; Goody, 1977), Atkinson (2013) discusses the extent to
which writing is able to adequately capture the deep ethnographies of social
reality; Carter, Lillis, and Parkin (2009) bring together research on how
identities shape and are shaped by academic writing practices, drawing
specifically on the work of critical literacy theorist and feminist Roz Ivani¢
(1998); Thesen and Cooper (2013) have detailed ways in which writing in the
South African context centres around negotiating diverse identities which

come together in the ‘contact zone’: an academic melting pot where
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multilingualism, diverse socio-economic, cultural and academic
backgrounds as well as unequal material conditions frustrate access to and
participation in higher education; and in the social sciences more generally,
Law (2003, 2004) has described the ‘messiness’ of research methods and

methodologies, which affects how these methods are reported in writing.

Generally, EAP’s approach to writing does not seem to acknowledge or to
have been informed by the above writing traditions, and although attempts
to broaden its academic writing lens have been made, these have had little
uptake (see, for example, the Journal of English for Academic Purposes on
Critical EAP (S. Benesch, 2009) and Gender (Lillis, McMullan, & Tuck,

2018), referred to again in the last part of this chapter).

Having sketched what is meant by a skills-based approach to literacy and
likened it to a straightjacket, I now show how it stands in contrast to the
‘transformative’ approach associated with the field of Academic Literacies, a

field concerned with writing practices, not skills.
Practices

As discussed in Knorr Cetina et al. (2001), practices can be broadly
understood as “arrays of human activity” (2001, p. 1) organised around
‘patterns’, ‘relations’ and ‘interdependencies’ that cannot be reduced to the
micro activities of the individual. Rather, since they are part of our
propositional knowledge, they can guide and monitor our actions,
including our procedural knowledge (i.e. skills), without which practices

could not be enacted.

Practices are generally viewed more favourably than skills by literacy
theorists (Scott & Lillis, 2007) and by philosophers (MacIntyre, 1985). They

see them as activities that require reflection and thought, social interaction
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and a sense of purpose that change to suit the aims, beliefs, values,
experiences and choices of, in this case, writers (Scott, 2000; Williams,

2017).

For Lillis (2013, pp. 78, emphasis added):

practice signals two key principles: an empirical commitment to
observe and explore what, where and how people read and write,
including their perspectives on what they do, as well as their
values and interests; a theoretical interest in seeking
explanations for the nature and consequences of what people do,
including a focus on issues of power and agency drawing on

notions from sociological and critical discourse theories.

The spirit of Lillis’ sociological and ethnographic understanding of practice
is also evident in the following quotation by moral philosopher Alasdair
Maclntyre (cited in Hogan, 2015, pp. 372, emphasis added), who echoes
similar views on the role played by ‘human powers’, ‘agency’, ‘activity’ and
‘purpose’ in ‘social activity’. As such, his work has influenced both Ethics

and the Philosophy of Education (see, for example, Noddings (2003):

By a practice I am going to mean any coherent and complex
form of socially established co-operative human activity through
which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the
course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which
are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of
activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence,
and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are

systematically extended.

What MacIntyre’s understanding of practice indexes is its processual and

complex nature whereby the standards of excellence in any given practice,
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such as the practice of writing academically, are relative to the practice
itself, not to any specific token of writing, such as an essay. So, for example,
as Fitzmaurice (2010, p. 47) illustrates, it is the practices that are the ends,
not the skills deployed to achieve those ends. Her argument relates to
teaching as a practice and shows how teaching requires human
dispositions, values, virtues and qualities (standards of excellence) that
transcend the application of techniques, skills and competencies. If
practices are the end of human activity, then when these change, so must
the skills required to achieve them. Fitzmaurice (ibid) illustrates what a

practice is as follows:

[t]he planting of crops is not a practice, but farming is, as are the
enquiries of physics, chemistry, biology and the work of the
historian, the musician and the painter. A practice involves
standards of excellence and to enter into a practice is to accept
these standards and to judge one’s own performance against
them. The goods internal to a practice can only be had by
involvement in that practice unlike external goods such as

money, status, prestige, which can be achieved in many ways.

When academic writing is understood as a practice, it too requires an
understanding of a range of standards of excellence. These might include
elusive qualities such as ‘writtenness’, discussed in Turner (2018), which
refers to qualities of ‘good writing’ that are difficult to teach and
understand, and that can be achieved in different ways. Qualities that

experienced writers simply ‘recognise’ (Becker, 1986, pp. 71-72).

The practice of writing is also the practice of writing in and for institutional
framings, constraints and policy, where standards of excellence vary

(recalling Harding’s discussion of ‘strong objectivity’) (1995) and where
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communities of scholars are required to reach agreements about what
counts as disciplinary writing, and about where and when to publish.
Recent research on academic writing (Alvesson, Gabriel, & Paulsen, 2017;
Mcculloch, 2017; Tusting, McCulloch, Bhatt, Hamilton, & Barton, 2019), for
example, has showcased that disciplinary writing is wide-ranging and
includes email correspondence, grant applications, book reviews and
interdisciplinary variations. Equally, it laments the proliferation of
formulaic writing at the expense of having ‘something meaningful to say’.
As indicated by Fitzmaurice, above, when the practices change, then so

must the skills needed to enact the practice.

When writing for audit purposes (such as the REF, the 4-yearly UK
Research Excellence Framework), academics face dilemmas that can require
them to choose between publishing to a deadline or doing justice to a
longitudinal research project. Taking the time necessary to undertake
research and write it is more likely to achieve the ‘standards of excellence’
inherent in the practice of doing history, for example, than if the historian
were to rush to write an article to meet the audit requirements of the
university: rushing to meet such requirements would require more skills in
time-management and journal genre-writing than excellence in historical
research. And, finally, the practice of writing within such institutional
confines also raises questions about “the degree of agency individuals have
in making their own writing decisions” (Tusting et al., 2019, Preface), which

indexes concerns that are central to this thesis.

Different genres also serve different purposes, with some, like the PhD
thesis, possibly no longer being fit-for-purpose (Paré, 2017, 2018).
Specifically, Paré argues that the traditional ‘big book format’ of the PhD

requires skills that are obsolete, such as the ability to work alone when
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much of academia, and other professions, require collaboration, co-
authorship and versatility (Thomson, 2018b). The thesis as practice, rather
than as skill, requires standards of excellence that adhere to the activity of
research, namely enquiry, curiosity, evidence and relevance, and so on, not
to the skills required to achieve these standards, such as knowledge of
genres and of formatting (clearly, these skills are necessary, but they are the

means to achieving the practice, not the ends of doing a PhD).

Whilst acknowledging that skills are needed to conduct any given practice,
MacIntyre emphasises that the skills must not become the ends of the
practice but the means to achieving the standards of the practice itself. This
further entails that humans (‘powers’) are the agents of change

(‘transformations’) in any given practice (MacIntyre, 1985, pp. 193, emphasis

added):

what is distinctive in a practice is the way in which conceptions
of the relevant goods and ends which the technical skills serve -
and every practice does require the exercise of practical skills -
are transformed and enriched by those extensions of human
powers and by that regard for its internal goods which are

partially definitive of each particular practice or type of practice.

What this means for academic writing is that when writing is conceived as a
practice, it is the writers (human powers), not the skills, who through
reflection, deliberation and understanding (by that regard for) drive
transformations and determine what writing could be. Clearly, institutional
constraints and expectations influence the degree of agency that writers
have (Fairclough, 1992, pp. 72-73; 80), but Fairclough also reminds us that
subjects have the capacity “to act individually or collectively as agents” in
opposing [ideological] practices (ibid, p. 91).
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Textbooks

It is beyond my scope to analyse the complex relationship between
pedagogy, textbooks and assessment, but some remarks on textbooks may
further illustrate why academic writing in EAP is problematic and how it

constrains practice.

The need to simplify the complexities of written communication and to
provide model texts for those not proficient in the discourses of the
academy (models which Bazerman, 1988, p. 8 calls a set of 'cookie cutters’;
and which Nesi & Gardner, 2012, p. 2 call 'templates'), has bolstered a
burgeoning industry of textbook publications (Bennett, 2009; Harwood,
2005; Tribble, 2009, 2015). These generally foreground skills rather than
practices, and compound the conflation of achieving complex academic

discourse with the ability to perform discrete skills.

John Swales (1980), in the first issue of The English for Special Purposes
Journal, addressed the ‘textbook problem’ by claiming that it has been an
educational failure in the field of EAP. This is because of several inter-
related reasons, including the unclear role that textbooks have in EAP
pedagogies, the way that they are mis-used by practitioners (as well as
language learners), the commercial rather than educational motivations
that determine their popularity (as I explain below), and their inability to
keep up to date with research and development (Swales, 1980, p. 13,

emphasis added):

The ESP7 textbook therefore stands or falls in terms of whether it

is up-to-date in approach and methodology, at the present time

7 English for Special Purposes
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how far it can attract such labels as communicative, functional,

discoursal, and dealing with study skills.

A poignant example of how textbooks can ‘fall’ in this regard is given by
Swales with reference to an ESP (English for Special Purposes) course book
series on the language of General Science published by Oxford University
Press and Longman. The books focused almost exclusively on the uses of
the present tense in science because the aim of the series being published
was to focus on ‘the language of science’, which is often correlated to the
present tense because of its concerns with describing processes and
experiments. However, what the series ignored were the equally ubiquitous
uses of the past and perfect tenses in the specific sciences, such as Geology,
where the present perfect is needed to explain ‘present evidence’ in relation
to ‘past geological events’. When Swales claims that “it is the series design,
the imposition of a pure science paradigm, that has produced an
unjustifiable syllabus position” (ibid), he is indexing the problem of
foregrounding skills (in this case, the ability to use the present tense) at the
expense of the practices, namely the scientific purposes (such as explaining
the effect of the past on the present, which requires a perfect tense) for

which tenses are intended.

Further examples of how textbooks encourage skills-based approaches are
detailed in Harwood (2005), who catalogues several anti-textbooks views
followed by several pro-textbook arguments. In arguing against textbooks,
he highlights the unqualified status of many textbook writers who “rely far
too much on intuition or folk beliefs when attempting to describe academic
discourse norms” (2005, p. 150); the risk of practitioners equating textbook
content with ‘officially sanctioned knowledge’ (2005, p.151), rather than

engaging in deliberative and reflective praxis; and the fact that what
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motivates textbook production is commercial interest, not pedagogical
concern (2005, p. 152). In arguing for the use of textbooks, he cites their
function as ‘proposals for action’, as opposed to prescriptions, and as
effective ways of not having to ‘re-invent the wheel’ (ibid). He concludes
that as long as EAP textbooks remain up-to-date, research-informed and
evidenced-based, they have a positive role to play. He cites Swales (1995)
and Swales and Feak (2000) as good examples of textbooks which draw on
available research to encourage teachers to reflect on what they are asking
students to do, thus avoiding “the sweeping generalisations about academic

writing which other textbooks resort to” (Harwood, 20035, p. 158).

As with all publications, questions remain, however, as to which research
one chooses to include in textbooks and whether to include it at all. For
example, being ‘up-to-date’, ‘informed’ and ‘evidence-based’” does not rule
out research that foregrounds the ‘autonomous’ view of language
competency, as Bennett (2009, 2015, 2014) and Tribble (2009, 2015) have
shown. Moreover, textbook publishers may opt to not include up-to-date
research because this would require revising popular textbooks which may
lead to alienating “instructors [...] comfortable with the previous edition,

which, in turn, would negatively impact sales” (Feak & Swales, 2013, p. 309).

The fact it is generally agreed that EAP textbooks generate high income
(Harwood, 2013) and that “none of these materials can be seen as
contributing to Academic Literacies programmes”® (Tribble, 2009, p. 411)

suggests that skills-based approaches remain more economically viable, and

8 One notable exception - which, surprisingly, Tribble does not mention - is Coffin et al.
(2002), whose Academic Literacies approach to ‘Teaching Academic Writing’ has had little

uptake, as far as I can tell, in EAP.
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therefore more easily marketable. This then is likely to disincentivise
attempts to include writing research that unsettles the status quo

(Harwood, 2005, p. 152):

Rather than viewing the textbook solely as a pedagogical tract,
we need to realize it is also an economic commodity to be traded
in a competitive marketplace [...] Marketability rather than
pedagogical effectiveness is therefore said to be the publishers’
main concern. Compared to publishers of fiction, textbook
publishers produce relatively few titles, increasing the pressure

on those that are published to be successful.

With the intention of obtaining actual sales figures to support the extent to
which textbook production is as profitable as these, and other, quotations
suggest, | have made some preliminary enquiries, which have so far proven
to be unsuccessful. Bennett’s research concluded that there is far too much
on the market to be able to quantify what profits textbook sales generate for

publishers and writers (Bennett, 2009, p. 44):

The sheer number of books on the market designed to teach
academic writing in English is staggering. An on-line search
under ‘academic writing’ (performed on 3rd October 2007)
yielded 216 hits for Waterstones.com, 2655 hits for
Amazon.co.uk and an astounding 11,849 hits for Amazon.com.
And even after these lists had been screened to eliminate
irrelevant titles and multiple editions of the same work, a
Bibliography of Academic Style Manuals compiled from the

bestsellers on these on-line lists ran to over 250 titles.

My own tentative investigations into this area, through correspondence
with Swales, have further revealed how sensitive obtaining sales figures

actually is (Swales, 2018):
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The relationship between EAP textbooks and in-house materials
has always been tense. Back in 1980 in the first issue of "The ESP
Journal" I raised some of the tensions and contradictions.

Nothing much has changed.

The following Twitter exchange (Fig. 3), prompted by my enquiries on the
BALEAP email forum, also indicates how hard it is to come by evidence, but
it also confirms that the EAP community has concerns about the effect that
textbook production has on the pedagogies and literacies of academic

discourse, which is encouraging:
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Russ Mayne @ebef « Mov 4 v
Is there any ohjective way to see which textbooks are the best selling world wide?

Q 3 ) Q 2 M
Ricky Jeffrey @Ricky_leffrey - Nov 4 w

Someone asked similar question on BALEAP list recently didn't they.... - Guess
there's no incentive for publishers to release this information

Q1 1 Q M

Russ Mayne @ebef « Mov 4 W
did they? | think | auto delete a lot of the BALEAP mailing list. coops!

QO 1 n Q &~

Ricley Jeffrey @Ricky Jeffrey - Mov 4 W

Think it was just the same thing: an email asking the question about (EAP)
textbook sales, but there were no answers - none on the list at least. - Might have
been @EAFTutor/V who sent the email?

Q 1 n L . &M
Russ Mayne @ebefl « Mov 4 w
| remember @MicolaPrentis and me tried to find this out without much luck, We

even wrote to publishers...

Q1 ! O &

Ricky Jeffrey @FRicky_leffrey - Mov 4 w
How about just looking at the rankings on Amazon?

Q 1 g O &

Joe Piechura @josephpiechura - Mov 4 “wr

Most countries don't have Amazon. And at least in the schools I've worked for,
students mainly either buy the books from the school or are given them with
their tuition fees,

Q1 0 Q &

Ricky Jeffrey @FRicky leffrey - Mov 4 “
yeah; | just meant as a potentially best available proxy

QO 1 g O &

Figure 3: EAP Twitter exchange on textbook sales available at
https://twitter.com/Ricky Jeffrey/status/10590063536117149697 [accessed 07/11/2018]
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The qualifications

Defining EAP and what qualifications are needed to teach it is messy. Gillet
(20m) is confident in his definition, which is that EAP teaches students the

language they need to be in Anglophone higher education:

EAP - English for Academic Purposes - refers to the language
and associated practices that people need in order to undertake
study or work in English medium higher education. The
objective of an EAP course, then, is to help these people learn
some of the linguistic and cultural - mainly institutional and
disciplinary - practices involved in studying or working through

the medium of English.

The question, however, is what is ‘the language and culture of higher
education’, that Gillet refers to, given what has been said about the modern
university’s range of aims (Barnett, 2012; Besley & Peters, 2013; Collini, 2012),
social practices, networked nature and actors, including its diversified

student body (Sperlinger et al., 2018)?

Campion (2016, p. 60) draws attention to more divergent opinions about
what constitutes EAP, but nevertheless narrows it down to language

courses that are:

Designed to meet the specific needs of learners

e Related in content to particular disciplines, occupations

and activities

e Centred on the language appropriate to those activities

e In contrast with ‘General English’
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Her contention, however, is that, whatever EAP is, teachers of it may be
unprepared to deal with the linguistic, cultural, institutional and disciplinary
needs of learners because most EAP Units require General English Teaching
qualifications such as DELTAs (Diploma in English Language Teaching)
and, increasingly, MAs in TESOL (Teaching English to Students of Other
Languages). In other words, they are not qualified to teach EAP, which

requires more than teaching language because it also teaches writing.

Although there is evidence that EAP practitioners are able to draw on
research from a range of writing communities, such as genre-analysis
(including disciplinary differences), systemic functional linguistics, critical
EAP and Academic Literacies (Benesch, 2001; Bruce, 2008; C. Coffin & J. P.
Donohue, 2012; Devitt, 1996; Lynne Flowerdew, 2000; Hyland, 2002b; Johns,
2003; Swales, 1990), establishing the proper remit of a general EAP course,
and by implication its dominant writing paradigms, remains unclear and
challenging. This is as a result of a paucity of specific postgraduate EAP
teaching qualifications (Ding & Campion, 2016), which is likely to be
compounding the problem of how academic writing is understood. If, for
example, there were MA-level degrees in EAP with dedicated writing
modules, or MAs in Academic Writing?, as there are MAs in Creative
Writing, or PhDs researching Academic Writing, such as those in Rhetoric
and Composition Studies in the US, then teachers would have the
knowledge, confidence, theory and practice to explore the range of

academic writing landscapes.

9 Notable exceptions in the UK are an MSc in Chemistry and Scientific Writing [accessed

27/12/2018] at the University of Warwick and an MA in Academic Writing Development

and Research [accessed 27/12/2018] at Coventry University.
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As Wardle (2007, p. 554) claims, "Having a major [...] dramatically changes a

field's standing in the academy".

The problem is further exacerbated by the fact that EAP courses are run by
very different providers whose knowledge of writing is likely to be drawn
from disparate and fragmented sources. Many of these providers are private
and outsourced (such as Study Group and Kaplan (US), INTO and
Cambridge Education Group (UK) and Navitas (Australia); some are taught
by university departments (such as the School of Education at the
University of Nottingham or Modern Languages and Linguistics at the
University of Southampton); and others are offered as part of ‘library
services’, where advice on and support with academic writing is also offered
(such as at the University of Leeds, the University of Nottingham and
Middlesex University). Unlike the US and Europe, albeit with a handful of
exceptions (e.g. the University of Coventry’s Writing Centre), UK
universities do not have a culture of ‘writing centres’ (Russell, 2002, p. 50),
where qualified writing instructors guide student writers and which raise

the profile of writing as a disciplinary practice.

This range and fragmentation of writing provision is also symptomatic of
the unregulated status of the EAP practitioner, a status which in other
professions is generally conferred by being part of a professional body (such
as accountancy or translation) or by having a subject-specific academic

qualification (such as English or Maths)*°. Within such a disparate

© BALEAP [accessed 08/01/2017] ‘supports the professional development of those involved

in learning, teaching, scholarship and research in English for Academic Purposes (EAP)’. It
was formerly known as SELMOUS. The first meeting took place in 1972 to meet the
growing demand for the professional recognition of EAP (Jordan 2002). BALEAP is a

response to this need for professional status and has developed its own Competency
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landscape, EAP providers can determine their ‘essential qualification’
requirements ad hoc, which may not include postgraduate degrees or any
EAP study and where experience of EAP may only be a ‘desirable’. Add to
this that what counts as ‘experience of EAP’ also varies in quality and
content, because of inconsistencies in its provision and theoretical
underpinnings (are these critical EAP? ELT? Genre-analysis? Systemic
Functional Linguistics? Applied Linguistics? TESOL? Academic Literacies?),
it becomes clear why the ‘status of EAP practitioners within the academy’ is

ambivalent (Ding & Bruce, 2017, p. 2).

As a consequence of this ambivalence, many EAP tutors may not have gone
through any relevant academic writing process themselves because they
may never have written a Master’s dissertation or a PhD thesis. It is likely,
therefore, that they will glean much of their understandings of academic
writing from EAP textbooks. However, as discussed above, since these
generally tend to foreground procedural skills rather than propositional
practices (a notable exception being Coffin et al. (2002), they are unlikely to
differentiate between kinds of academic writing and will be unevenly
informed by writing research. As such, many textbooks are inadequate,
such as popular textbooks like Bailey’s (2006) Academic Writing for
International Students, which fails to capture the diversity of student

writers and the nuances of disciplinary discourses.

Reservations about EAP teaching qualifications extend to and are further

embedded in the assessment culture that surrounds EAP and university

Framework for Teachers of English for Academic Purposes - CFTEAP. However, because of
the fragmentation of providers, including their international presence, not all EAP centres

abide by the same professional standards
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entry requirements. Leung et al. (2016), for example, challenge the notion of
an ‘appropriate academic language’ and indirectly criticise the field of EAP
for ignoring recent research on multilingualism and English as a Lingua
Franca in the global university. They do this by questioning the construct
validity of commercial language proficiency tests, such as IELTS (developed
by Cambridge English Language Assessment in collaboration with the
British Council and the International Development Program in Australia)
and TOEFL (developed by the US Educational Testing Service). These tests
necessitate expensive preparatory courses (which further perpetuates a
cycle of commercial, not necessarily pedagogic, interests) and are taught by
General English teachers. They are then used by institutions of higher
education who assume they are reliable predictors of academic success.
IELTS and TOEFL dominate the English assessment market and being
qualified to teach and test IELTS, in the UK, for example, is highly desirable
for securing EAP jobs. This further blurs the boundaries between EAP and
the teaching of language skills. In fact, Leung et al.’s critique centres around
the fact that IELTS test constructs are designed to measure language skills,
not socio-academic practices. Practices, they argue, would include ‘effective
communication’, rather than ‘appropriacy’ or traditional notions of
accuracy, whereby ‘effective’ means handling the complex nature of
academic communication, including the confidence to share and critique
ideas, to manage multimodal and social media communications (2016, p. 61)
and to feel comfortable with the multilingualism that characterises the

global university (2016, pp. 64-66).

Whilst a threshold of language skills may be a pre-requisite for academic
writing, determining what that threshold is yields inconclusive findings

(Trenkic & Warmington, 2018). Moreover, whilst having language skills is a
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necessary condition for academic proficiency, it is not a sufficient one.
Turner (2018), for example, argues that proficiency in English is unlikely to
be the root cause of writing problems (2018, pp. 132-3) and that the test
construct of IELTS as an academic entry exam encourages the conflation of
good writing with language proficiency. Since IELTS does not integrate the
practices of reading to write, of knowledge of academic discourses
(including disciplinary discourses), and of developing research dispositions
and attitudes to referencing and critical engagement, it does little to ensure

that “lecturers will have no difficulty in reading students’ work” (2018, p.

133).

EAP teachers are therefore left having to juggle decisions about what to
teach: language or discourse and text analysis? Commercial testing or
principled pedagogy? Authentic texts or textbook templates? This leaves
them vulnerable to not developing a knowledgeable and scholarly identity

of their own.

The handmaiden

Ecrire est un acte d'amour. S'il ne l'est pas, il n'est qu'écriture (Cocteau,

1957, p. 151)

Cocteau’s claim about the nature of writing is thoroughly lost in translation:
“Writing is an act of love. If it is not, it is just writing” (Google Translate),
which makes little sense. What écrire evokes is care and passion; écriture is

simply script.

Yet, Cocteau’s distinction between écrire (to write - verb, process) and
écriture (writing - noun, product ) is crucial to understanding how EAP has

tended to represent academic writing: it conceptualises it as a product
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stripped of love and feeling, cleansed of the impurities of Cocteau’s
difficulté d’étre (difficulty of being). It is an object of standardised
convention, structure, formality, clarity and logic, nothing but ‘a dull read’
that leads to ‘literary boredom’ (Wolff, 2007). Wolff further laments the
genre’s obsessive focus on ‘clarity’ and on ‘making every move explicit’, an
act, he says, which kills suspense, removes surprise and saps joy. Certainly

not an act of love.

Such joylessness is evident in the following (standard) characteristics
deemed to make writing academic: formal, logical, clear, concise, balanced,

more algorithmic than human, as Warner might describe it (2018, pp. 97-

98) (Fig. 4):
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Academic writing

What is academic writing?
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Academic writing is clear, concise, focussed, structured and backed up by evidence. Its purpose is to aid

the reader’s understanding.

It has a formal tone and style, but it is not complex and does not require the use of long sentences and

complicated vocabulary.

Each subject discipline will have certain writing conventions, vocabulary and types of discourse that you
will become familiar with over the course of your degree. However, there are some general

characteristics of academic writing that are relevant across all disciplines.

Characteristics of academic writing

Academic writing is:

¢ Planned and focused: answers the question and demonstrates an understanding of the subject.

® Structured: is coherent, written in a logical order, and brings together related points and material.

¢ Evidenced: demonstrates knowledge of the subject area, supports opinions and arguments with
evidence, and is referenced accurately.

® Formal in tone and style: uses appropriate language and tenses, and is clear, concise and balanced.

Figure 4: Characteristics of academic writing available at

https://library.leeds.ac.uk/info/1401/writing/106/academic_writing [accessed 07/12/2018]

I also sense the distinction between écrire and écriture in Mike Rose’s
depiction of American literacy practices and in his discussion about who is
responsible for teaching writing, understood as process and as product

(Mike Rose, 1989, p. 207):
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Anything longer than the sentence (even two or three sentences
strung together) is considered writing and the teaching of
writing shall be the province of the English Department.
Anything at the sentence level or smaller (like filling words and
phrases into a workbook) is to be considered grammar review,

and that falls within the domain of the remedial program.

Mike Rose, like other educationalists concerned with literacy, social justice
and access to higher education (Lillis, 2001; Russell, 2002; Sperlinger et al.,
2018), laments the disciplinary and institutional divides that create binaries
between ‘writing’ as prose, taught by professors of English literature, and
‘writing’ as mechanical skill, taught by writing tutors. The former, écriture,
is the domain of the erudite; the latter, écrire, is banished to corrective

centres serving the academic disciplines their students want to join.

In an influential article published in 2001, Hyland intimated that the
identity of the sector is in tension between being a ‘humble servant’ to the
academy and being a ‘transgressor’. He has since also labelled it a ‘hand-

maiden to those proper disciplines’ (Hyland, 2006b, p. 34, emphasis added):

Applied linguists, in fact, have generally been seen as inhabiting
the less glamorous, low rent neighbourhoods of the academy,
and this is particularly true of those concerned with English for
Academic Purposes, which is generally regarded as a hand-
maiden to those ‘proper’ disciplines which are more directly
engaged in the serious business of constructing knowledge or
discovering truth. EAP, in fact, has come to be regarded as an
almost mercantile activity and attracted to itself negatively
evaluative concepts such as pragmatic, cost-effective and
functional, untroubled by theoretical issues or questions of
power as it merrily seeks to accommodate students to the

faceless and impersonal prose of their disciplines.
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By describing EAP in terms of two contrasting identities, a ‘servant’/‘hand-
maiden’ and ‘transgressor’, he drew attention to the fact that EAP pedagogy
has been conceived, on the one hand, as a means to an end in the sense that
it has been designed to prepare students for academic study by following
templates and prescribing formal language (the ‘humble servant’); and, on
the other, as being an academic study in its own right (Melles, Millar,
Morton, & Fegan, 2005), where conventions can be discussed and choices
encouraged. Hyland’s distinction thus mirrors broader divisions within EAP
that conceive of it as either a transferable skill or as a critically engaged

social practice.

Another way of grasping the tense ‘skills-servant’ versus ‘social practice-
transgressor’ binary that, to some extent, still underscores debates in EAP
(albeit with emerging exceptions®) is to consider the following. If we agree
that the academy is a site of both learning and transforming knowledge
(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987) and that the purpose of EAP is to facilitate
access to the academy, then EAP should also be a site for both learning and
transforming knowledge. Therefore, in addition to ensuring learners
become knowledgeable about the norms of language and about who sets

these norms and why, EAP also has a responsibility to ensure students

* As recently as November 2018, Baleap held an event entitled ‘Academic Literacies and

EAP: Same or Different?’ [accessed 24/03/2019] signalling that the binary endures. This is

six years on from Wingate and Tribble (2012)’s influential, and controversial, article on the
same issues. Controversial because it was rebutted by Academic Literacies scholars Lillis
and Tuck (2016), who distance themselves from EAP and align themselves to Critical EAP
(Benesch, 1988, 2001; S. Benesch, 2009; Benesch, 2012) and the US-based field of Writing in
the Disciplines (Bazerman, 1988) and Writing Across the Curriculum (Russell, 1991)

2 The sociological theories of Basil Bernstein, via Maton (2013) are beginning to be heard in
EAP via scholars such as Mark Brooke (2019), who argue for ‘knowledge’, rather than

language, to be the purpose of EAP.
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become knowledgeable about the norms of the academy, which require
being autonomous and critical, including critical of norms. In order for EAP
to facilitate this, it would need to critique its own practices, linguistic and
academic, by transgressing against as well as serving the academic

disciplines.

The binary is also manifest in academic writing. By presenting writing as a
relatively non-negotiable set of transferable skills, EAP replicates and
perpetuates, i.e. ‘serves’ rather than challenges, institutional writing norms
without involving students in exploring the affordances of meaningful and
creative alternatives. Without, that is, involving students in ‘transgression’.
Framing EAP through the Hyland lens of institutional servitude versus
transgression highlights the ill-defined purpose of EAP writing culture: is it
to ‘serve’ an Other, where ‘other’ stands for the disciplines, whose writing
practices are as varied as the length of string?; or is it to be ‘academic’, in
the sense of ‘educational’ and a beacon of “truth and critical thinking”

where practices are questioned (Connell, 2013, p. 106)?

In the UK, at least, most EAP provision exists to serve the Academy in the
sense that it is classified as an academic ‘service’ or ‘business’ (Ding &
Bruce, 2017; Turner, 2004, p. 96) or ‘major industry’ (Hyland, 2012, p. 30)
that can be bought from providers who are not academically accredited (by
the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), for example) and whose staff are not
academics. These providers, as already mentioned, are generally private
sector units whose EAP exiting exams have been recognised by universities
or they can be non-credit-bearing units within the university itself that act

as feeder-schools for accredited university degrees. Because of its profit-
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making nature, EAP is a commodified sector and is part of the
marketisation of higher education, generally (Molesworth, Scullion, &
Nixon, 2011). In some ways, skills-based approaches are both masters of and
slaves to this marketisation because skills and products are easily measured,
tested, transferred and monetised: they are masters because their easy
transmission ends up determining what counts as academic writing, but
also slaves because they then have to abide by the rules they themselves

have created.

While many in higher education more broadly lament this trend where
skills are valued more than practices (Collini, 2012, pp. 141-146), blaming an
‘ascendancy of technicism, competencies and the proliferation of
performance indicators that accompany audit cultures’ (Smith, 1999, p.
327), many also seem to welcome it, as evidenced by the proliferation of
‘study skills’ publications.

In an apparent volte-face and notwithstanding his earlier recognition of
EAP’s servile status, Hyland’s more recent defence of EAP (2018) largely
supports the field’s right to remain a ‘hand-maiden’. His main reasons for
this can be summarised as follows: firstly, alternative approaches to
teaching academic writing have not worked (2018, p. 388, although he
doesn’t refer to which approaches), which means EAP is all we have to help
students access higher education; secondly, EAP teachers take on the

responsibility of preparing students who would otherwise be ‘vulnerable’ to

3 [ use the term ‘commodification’ in the sense used by Connell (2013) to refer to the
process of transforming principles into commodities, that is to say into ‘things’ that can be
bought and sold within a free market and whose value is measured in monetary terms

rather than in social or educational terms.

57



the challenging demands of academia (ibid), which implies we ought to be
grateful to them rather than accuse them of being subservient ‘butlers’
(with reference to Raimes (1991); thirdly, precarious teaching contracts and
the low service-technician status of EAP in the ‘marketised higher
education system’ mean that EAP teachers cannot take on the risks of
challenging writing conventions by engaging critically with their epistemic
affordances (ibid): to do so would be like “blaming coal miners for air
pollution” (Hyland, 2018, p. 389); and fourthly, critical approaches to EAP
are ideological in the sense that they assume the teacher has a correct
reading of any given socio-political situation as well as a right to share that
reading in class. Rather, according to Hyland, students are likely to be more
comfortable with the received wisdom of convention in order to pass their
exams than with understanding the finer socio-semiotic opportunities of
textual representation that a more critical writing pedagogy might afford

(Hyland, 2018, p. 393):

[t]he ‘student consumer’ of the twenty-first century, relatively
austere, career-focused and laden with debt, is keen to get what

he or she has paid for.

There are several difficulties with Hyland’s line of defence, which I now
address with the intention of showing that they perpetuate the problem of

academic writing in EAP by accommodating deficit, skills-based models.

Firstly, claiming that EAP is the best approach we have to writing because
‘alternative approaches’ haven’t worked does not exonerate EAP from

criticism. It merely begs his claim. To adapt his own example, that would be
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like stating fossil fuels are the best source of energy because alternative
sources haven’t worked: if an alternative source or approach ‘doesn’t work’,
the reasons may be structural, institutional or political rather than
inherent. Moreover, that alternative approaches haven’t worked or, indeed,
that EAP itself ‘works’, is contentious since standards for measuring success
and failure are dependent on assessment constructs (which, as evidenced in
Leung et al. (2016), are not always valid), on writing tasks and genres, on
learning aims and outcomes, on entry levels and wide-ranging disciplinary

demands.

If one measures EAP’s successes in relation to the IELTS writing task, for
example, such as the 250-word 5-paragraph ‘argumentative’ essay that
focuses on accuracy, not academic argument, then EAP is indeed likely to
‘work’ better than an Academic Literacies or Composition Studies approach,
both of which teach and test extended pieces of research writing. If, on the
other hand, one were to measure EAP’s ability “to prepare students for the
unpredictable new forms of communication that await them” (Huckin,
2003, p. 3) or for managing risk (Thesen & Cooper, 2013), developing voice
(Matsuda & Tardy, 2008), writing multimodally (Andrews et al., 2012; Jewitt,
2013) and for research writing in the social sciences (Thomson & Kamler,
20ub), then an EAP approach that is uncritically anchored to its own

academic writing skills and conventions may not ‘work’.

It has also been recognised that alternative approaches to EAP, such as
Academic Literacies and Critical EAP (Lillis & Tuck, 2016), have played an
important role in “raising questions about and possibly extending the roles
and responsibilities of practitioners” (Ding & Bruce, 2017, p. 120) to include
“a responsibility to engage in promoting social justice and political change”

(p. 121). Taking on such responsibilities might, in turn, affect the forms of
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writing that teachers model and that students can choose from. For
example, a recent special issue of the Journal of English for Academic
Purposes was dedicated to gender and academic writing, where the
relationship between discourse, language choice, labour, access and gender
is explored and the possibility of presenting students with alternatives to
standard academic writing is raised (Lillis et al., 2018). The fact that this
more questioning, critical role is being acknowledged as important by the

field of EAP testifies to its success, not its failure.

Secondly, even if preparing students for academic study were the sole
responsibility of EAP teachers, this does not exonerate them from adopting
a critical and reflective stance towards what, who and how they teach. This
point has been raised by Turner (2018, p. 242) who suggests that if teachers
of writing were also researchers in their field, they would in fact be best-
placed for educating the academy at large about writing because they could
raise awareness of how varied, ideological and mobile writing landscapes
are (2018, pp. 242; 252-3; 256-7). According to Turner, writing researchers
are more disposed to interrogate the assumptions of Western cultural
rhetoric than might be the case for academics reading texts for arguments
within a specific disciplinary context. The reasons teachers may be adopting
a ‘butler’ or ‘handmaiden’ stance, argues Turner, is in part because they are
not qualified to do otherwise, but it may also amount to a choice dictated

by convenience or ideology, or both.

Thirdly, however, there is an important sense in which this may not be a

choice. Rather, it may be the result of institutional practices that prevent
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EAP teachers from doing and keeping up to date with writing scholarship*.
In support of his claim that the low status of EAP practitioners'> prevents
them from challenging writing practices, Hyland draws on Ding and Bruce
(2017), who reflect on how the precarious status of EAP practitioners within
the academy poses a ‘fundamental conundrum’ for how they are to “induct
students into the literate practices and processes of the academic world
despite their own ambivalent status within the academy” (2017, p. 2). Whilst
recognising that “EAP has accumulated an extensive interdisciplinary
knowledge base that draws upon different research streams” (2017, p. 5),
Ding and Bruce also acknowledge the material and institutional difficulties
that EAP practitioners face in endeavouring to do justice to such
knowledge. These difficulties surface in what they call a ‘conundrum’: on
the one hand, EAP is seen as a commodified ‘support service’ that relies on
commercially available materials that lend themselves to being taught
uncritically and within limited time frames; on the other hand, EAP sees

itself as a ‘field of study’ that (2017, p. 8):

involves developing students’ ability as discourse analysts so that
they can unravel and participate in the discourses of the
particular academic community that they aspire to join.

Furthermore, it involves developing awareness of critical

4 By ‘scholarship’ | mean “activities relating to developing and refining one’s overall
knowledge of practice in EAP”. This is different to ‘research’ which “[is] a planned,
systematic investigation that aims to inform one specialised aspect of the knowledge base on
which the field of EAP draws” (Ding and Bruce, 2017, p. 111, emphasis in original)

15 See Ding and Bruce (2017) for a detailed discussion on the use of the term ‘practitioner’ to

designate the EAP ‘teacher’
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thinking as an evaluative judgment shaped by epistemology,

research methods and communicative values and genres.

If the status of EAP practitioners, argue Ding and Bruce, were aligned with
the status of being an academic, whereby time and resources for
scholarship were built into permanent contractual terms and career
progression, then greater critical and reflective autonomy might
characterise the way they teach EAP, including writing. It is in this sense
that blaming teachers for their inability to engage critically with writing
research, and therefore potentially misguiding students about what writing

is, does and can do, amounts to ‘blaming coal miners for pollution’.

A recent article by Davis (2019), whose report of EAP practitioner responses
to why they generally don’t engage in research and publish their work,
largely echoes the findings of Ding and Bruce (2017). Specifically, Davis’
interviewees claim that they are actively discouraged from engaging in

scholarship (2019, p. 78):

All EAP professionals would like to say we are a profession, but

you are not encouraged, once you get to a certain point, to take
it any further. I find that contradictory really. The message from
the department is ‘it isn’t your job to do research, this isn’t what
you're employed to do ... this does not benefit the ELC so you're

not getting any time for that (Practitioner F).

In an institution of quality, you would expect it to be legitimate
to publish [...] I have encountered jealousy from certain
managers, and have the feeling that management is sometimes
unhappy about efforts to publish because it might undermine

their authority (Practitioner H).
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Davis’ portrait of EAP further compounds its status of servitude and
marginalisation whereby practitioners continue to operate ‘on the edge of

academia’.

To be fair, EAP has evolved since its more prescriptive beginnings (Jordan,
1996, 1997) to include a range of theories and teaching approaches (Hyland
& Shaw, 2016) that recognise a range of written academic genres (Nesi &
Gardner, 2012), including controversies surrounding the inclusion and
exclusion of ‘non-native’ varieties (Hyland, 2016a, 2016b; Politzer-Ahles,
Holliday, Girolamo, Spychalskae, & Harper Berksonf, 2016). This critical
attention in EAP literatures might suggest that it is no longer the ‘hand-
maiden’ it once was. Yet, doubts linger. These include concerns about what
theories and pedagogies of writing are actually being enacted in EAP

classrooms across the world (Jenkins, 2016, emphasis added):

[ELFA', Critical EAP or Academic Literacies] are [...] challenging
the practices in the real teaching approaches such as EAP, that
were indeed quite prescriptive earlier on, but have now moved
away from prescribing narrow templates of academic writing
towards engaging learners in genre analysis. In the publications
around these approaches there’s no evidence that ‘they conform
by default to native academic English’, though I suspect this is
what’s going on in practice in the many EAP pre-sessional and in-

sessional classes around the world.

Similar concerns about what actually goes on in EAP classrooms and about
the disjunction between theory and practice have also been voiced by

Hyland (2016¢, pp. 146-147; 151, my emphasis):

16 English as a Lingua Franca Academic (Tribble, 2016)
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‘what’s the basis for believing that you can teach writing as a set
of generic skills that prescribe accuracy and the avoidance of
error? [A view that] is still very much alive in many classrooms
around the world, especially where English is taught as a second
or foreign language. In many schools, writing classes are
grammar classes in disguise and students are asked to write
simply to demonstrate their knowledge of syntactic rules. In
these situations, grammatical accuracy and clear exposition are
often the main criteria of good writing [...] This autonomous,
decontextualised view of writing also carries over into the design
of many large international exams [...] focusing on accuracy is
exactly the wrong place to look for writing competence, as there is
little evidence to show that either syntactic complexity or
grammatical accuracy are the best measures of good writing [...]

no particular feature can be said to be a marker of good writing.

What is being signalled by Jenkins and Hyland, above, is that there may be
a mismatch between what EAP advocates in its guise of “a researched-
informed academic field of study” (Ding & Bruce, 2017, p. 4, emphasis in

original) and what it practises in its guise as a support service.

Conclusion

Despite EAP’s positive aspirations to be a critically engaged and reflective
field of academic study, it nonetheless continues to operate predominantly
as a service sector. Because of its marketized status, it lends itself to
adopting narrow and reductionist approaches to academic writing, thus
failing to engage fully with writing research. Reductive approaches to
writing, in turn, both lead to and are generated by several problems. These
include the straight-jacket approach to genre, encouraged by the textbook
industry; EAP teachers whose ELT backgrounds confer upon them an

ambivalent identity that does not systematically qualify them to teach
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academic writing; and to consolidating the hand-maiden, or butler, stance
of EAP more generally as it grapples with its own ambivalent status within

the academy.

Chapter 2 explores the broader implications of these problems.
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Chapter 2- The implications of all this
trouble

More than any other measure of the value of what writers do, even academic
ones, is to provide companionship for further thought. Writing here is less an
achievement that is measured extrinsically than an invitation to imagine beyond
its own terms of reference. Books and essays here befriend and encourage
thinking with interlocutors that remain anonymous. This value cannot be
audited or cheapened through the mechanisms that aim to judge, measure and

distribute repute and ultimately money (Back, 2016, p. 64).

Introduction

EAP’s servitude to the academy, discussed in Chapter 1, has several
problematic implications for the development of writing practices. In this
chapter, I limit my focus to three implications. These are the tendency for
EAP to universalise and standardise its own version of academic writing
instead of teaching about writing. It does this by foregrounding the
mechanics at the expense of the content (Murray & Sharpling, 2018) and of
the thinking (Yun & Standish, 2018). Textbooks get instrumentalised to do
this because they prescribe rules rather than guide towards possibilities.
When skills, rules and conventions are foregrounded, the opportunities for
academic misconduct (including plagiarism and ghostwriting) increase

because templates are easily replicated and assessed.

The second implication of EAP’s servitude is that it marginalises studies in
cognate fields such as Writing Studies and Academic Literacies, all of which
are shaping and critiquing academic writing practices. And finally, but not

least, the hand-maiden approach to academic writing risks standardising
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written communication to a mono-culture instead of internationalising to
include a multiple-culture. This has educational, academic, social,

economic, ethical and epistemological consequences.

Universalising academic discourse

The way EAP universalises academic discourse can be inferred from the
following quotation taken from a study on ‘what academics value in student
writing’ in which applied linguists Murray and Sharpling (2018, p. 9) argue

that:

academic writing programmes such as pre-sessional and credit-
and non-credit-bearing in-sessional courses should focus less on
language per se and more on other aspects of writing such as
students’ understanding of subject-specific content and their

critical engagement.

The authors challenge standard perceptions of what counts as ‘good’
academic writing and conclude that linguistic accuracy and form are less
important than content and critical engagement. This conclusion is shared
by others who challenge the conflation of good writing with accurate or
appropriate forms (C. E. Ball & Loewe, 2017; Pullman, 2009) and who resist
foregrounding the mechanics of writing at the expense of the content (Yun
& Standish, 2018). Yet, despite widespread consensus in the literatures that
good writing cannot be reduced to linguistic skills, many EAP textbooks
still foreground textual form, often drawing on lexical corpora (Gardner &
Davies, 2014; Nesi & Gardner, 2012), ascribing academic meaning-making

powers to some language forms rather than others (Fig. 5).

As argued in Chapter 1, this is now explained and exemplified.
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Text Inspector Help

Text Inspector is the professional web tool for analysing texts

Summary
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44 a1
(44.90%) (58.70%) a7 5
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Types (%)
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B2 c2
(2.04%)  (1.45%)

1 1

c2 (1.02%)  (0.72%)

18 19
(18.37%) (13.77%)
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5

Unlisted

Use Text Inspector to find the difficulty level of any text in English, in terms of its
vocabulary and discourse. See our latest example analysing Donald Trump's Tweets.

To see how Text Inspector works now, click here to watch our NEW video.

NEW special offer with free subscriptions — click here.

Since 2015, Text Inspector has been used by over 120,000 unique users, from 703
countries, and by students and staff at 145 universities and colleges — see a list here.
We are used by major publishers such as Cambridge University Press and many

international organisations. Try us, and see for yourselfl

We are pleased to announce that Text Inspector won the prestigious British Councl
ELTONS awards for Digital Innovation 20171

Figure 5: Text Inspector available at
https://twitter.com/i/moments/1010897901923467264 [accessed 27/12/2018]

Academic Words

For example, EAP has enthusiastically embraced the teaching of Academic

Word Lists (AWLs) (Coxhead, 2011; Gardner & Davies, 2014)". These are
lexical corpora compiled from samples of academic texts designed to

establish the frequency with which certain words occur in disciplinary

writings (such as journal articles). AWLs are often included or referred to in

17 Available from https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist/sublists

[accessed 19/11/2018]
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EAP textbooks, teaching materials and writing advice literatures, too, such
as online Text Inspector tools (Fig. 5) which show how corpora (academic
word lists) and lexical frequencies are being used commercially to assess
academic writing. This particular tool boasts that it is informed by extensive
research in applied linguistics and academic word lists, despite the fact that
their relevance to the development of academic writing competence has
been questioned by Paquot (2010) and Hyland and Tse (2007), inter alia, on
the grounds that these lists are incomplete, inconsistent, irrelevant or
imprecise indicators of what constitutes and contributes to the

characteristics of academic discourses.

Turner has argued that the use of such corpora is “the continuation of the
long-standing cultural concern to choose words in the interests of precision
and economy” (2018, p. 46), a legacy inherited from seventeenth century
Enlightenment philosopher John Locke. This notion has since evolved into
the Orwellian trope that good prose is ‘like a window pane’ (2018, pp. 36
and 48), that it should be so clear and tran