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Abstract

An increasing number of universities in China have offered EAP (English for
Academic Purposes) to university students. However, issues as to what and
how to teach academic English to freshman non-English majors remain un-
addressed. This paper, adopted secondary research method, is intended to
explore the deficiency Chinese college students may have in participating in
communication in the academic community. The result shows that inability
to think critically, lack of genre awareness, deficiency in understanding fea-
tures of academic discourse and the linguistic features of English scientific
and technical papers, improper literature citation and inaccurate expression
of stance are a major threat to academic progress and success. The paper
suggests that six aspects of academic awareness should be raised, and aca-
demic skills related be developed when EAP program is offered to freshman
non-English majors, in hope of providing insights for the effective imple-
mentation of academic English teaching in China.

Keywords

EAP Teaching, Secondary Research, Academic Awareness, Freshman
Non-English Majors

1. Introduction

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) is a variant of English used by academic
researchers for knowledge construction, information exchange and academic
communication to advance their disciplines (Wei, 2016). In terms of content, it
can be categorized into English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) and
English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998).
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Originating in the UK in the 1960s (Jordan, 1998), EAP instruction was designed
to help international students in UK universities adapt to English-mediated
learning and research, as a way of facilitating acquisition of academic language
knowledge and of skills of professional learning and research (Hyland &
Hamp-Lyons, 2002). Thus, EAP has two main attributes: needs-driven and re-
search-informed (de Chazal, 2014).

As the overall English proficiency of non-English majors in Chinese universi-
ties keeps improving, there is some consensus among teachers about the neces-
sity of teaching academic English to them. The College English Teaching Guide-
lines (2020) consolidates the position of academic English teaching as an integral
part of university English teaching in the hope that students who have a good
command of general English will be able to “write academic papers in the cor-
rect style and participate in international academic communication in English in
the future” (Yang, 2018: p. 33). Many universities have started to offer a series of
academic English courses. However, given that EAP courses are now offered to
the freshman non-English majors in China, two aspects are noteworthy. On the
learners’ part, they have not felt the academic pressure of learning and research
in English, while on the teachers’ part, such core issues as what to teach and how
to teach have not been addressed systematically, which has directly led to the
phenomenon that the current academic English teaching in China is generally
“different” in terms of teaching objectives, methods, course focus, and curricu-
lum (Yu, 2014).

There are three major schools of EAP teaching: study-skills-based EAP, dis-
ciplinary-texts-based EAP, and literacy-practice-based EAP, each of which is
adopted as either collaborative teaching model between language experts and
disciplinary teachers (Mandell et al., 2015) or team teaching model (Li et al.,
2019), in which language teachers help students master the chapter structure and
language features of subject papers, and teachers of different disciplines teach
how to present data, and the strategies for publishing papers (Cargill et al.,
2017). In China, EAP courses are carried out by English teachers who had basic
knowledge of ESP genre pedagogy, employing various foreign teaching models
such as genre pedagogy, data-driven learning, research writing groups, for the
purpose of helping postgraduate publish research papers in English (Lei & Li,
2019). However, these content-based pedagogies, in which teachers need to have
a deep disciplinary background (de Chazal, 2014), aimed to establish an explicit
connection between language skills and disciplinary content, are not very effec-
tive, because students still cannot write academic papers in English in the correct
style (Zhang, 2010; Luo, 2001). In recent years, there have been voices calling for
colleges to start academic English teaching from the junior undergraduate level
to meet the students’ future needs (Cai, 2019).

Many universities have tried to carry out school-based academic English teach-
ing (Gong, 2018). Cai (2016) suggests that academic English teaching should cul-
tivate students with competence of “general academic English skills + profes-

sional language knowledge + interdisciplinary scientific literacy”, which has
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been hailed as representing the core idea of Chinese EAP epistemology (Gong,
2018). However, the teaching requirement only remains at the macro level without
in-depth study on specific teaching contents.

In this situation, researchers suggest that teachers “raise students’ awareness,
give them a variety of experiences and exposures, encourage their analyses and
critique of texts and contexts” Johns & Swales (2002: p. 26), while developing
students’ academic thinking and academic skills (Lv et al., 2016), and ultimately
familiarizing students with and learning to use the characteristic norms of ref-
erence in international academic discourse communities (Wei, 2016). However,
few studies have systematically and comprehensively elucidated what academic
awareness and related skills should be developed by the freshman non-English
majors in learning EAP. Combined with the author’s teaching practice, this pa-
per, through secondary research, is intended to explore the issues as to what
awareness to be raised and how to develop the related skills by the freshman
non-English majors, in the hope of providing insights for the effective imple-

mentation of academic English teaching in China.

2. Methodology

Academic awareness is referred to as the ability to understand a variety of issues
systematically, comprehensively and professionally, and to use scientific, objec-
tive and reasonable methods to present researchers’ point of view. Academic
English skills are the ability to use various linguistic means to achieve decent and
effective academic communication, such as writing persuasive academic papers
and presenting academic views appropriately (Ma et al., 2013). This paper, com-
bined with the author’s teaching practice, employs secondary research method
surveying literature published in the key journals in the past two decades, to find
out the deficiencies college students may have in participating in communica-
tion in the academic community, thus preparing freshman non-English majors

for their professional learning and research in the future.

3. Findings
3.1. Results of the Survey of Related Literature

Literature available finds what follows is the major obstacles to Chinese col-
lege students academic progress and success.

1) inability to think critically

Academic English proficiency is closely correlated with scientific research (Liu
& Liu, 2020). Scientific research is a complex, problem-solving activity, and ask-
ing questions and identifying problems are in turn the key to scientific research
activities. Questions-raising is a good start for research, determines the choice of
research methods, and ultimately has a significant impact on the quality of re-
search (Mackey & Gass, 2015). Research questions are established based on re-
searcher’s interest, on relevant literature on the issue of interest; and researchers

can only explore the research gap in current research by reading existing rele-
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vant literature critically, and then propose ideas and confirm them, with the ul-
timate goal of proving the value and necessity of the new research (Kwan, 2006).

However, due to the test-oriented teaching at the primary to secondary school
level in China, students’ main task centers on adsorbing knowledge, thus result-
ing in a deficiency of the spirit of questioning and challenging, as well as inabili-
ty to analyze problems in depth (Atkinson, 1997; Kim, 2006; Floyd, 2011). Aca-
demic English teaching, therefore, should cultivate students’ critical thinking,
help students learn how to summarize, evaluate related researchers’ views, and
elaborate their own views.

2) lack of genre awareness

A genre is a purposeful, socially governed communicative event, which a par-
ticular discourse community considers to belong to the same category (Swales,
1990; Bhatia, 1993), with characteristics such as statute, decency, recognizability,
and diversity. Generic competence is the ability to select the appropriate dis-
course category to “do something” in an agreed social context and in the practice
of culturally relevant discourse in a specific professional discipline, which can
distinguish between “insiders” and “outsiders” (Bhatia, 2004). However Dud-
ley-Evans (1999) finds that even the doctoral dissertation remains a “neglected”
genre.

To master a genre, learners must accept the genre and the statutes and values
of the discourse community (Devitt, 2009). Hyland (2005) argues that genre has
become a powerful tool for non-native speakers to understand the features of
academic discourse, so EPA teaching should incorporate genre awareness culti-
vation throughout the process of teaching academic English writing (Lei & Li,
2019).

3) ignorance of the linguistic features of English scientific and technical
papers

An underlying academic language culture is accepted by all scientific commu-
nity members. In terms of academic discourse, there exist typical linguistic fea-
tures. For example, in terms of syntax, the simplicity of academic discourse often
conveys high-density information in a limited space through complex syntactic
structures such as noun structures, subordinate clauses, and embedded clauses
(Biber et al.,, 2011). In other words, precise and concise wording and complex
and compact sentences are required in academic English writing. In terms of vo-
cabulary, there are technical vocabulary, interdisciplinary general academic voca-
bulary, and functional vocabulary (Crosson & Lesaux, 2013; Coxhead, 2016).

However, one study of PhD theses (Yu, 2014) found that ignorance of the
linguistic features of English scientific and technical papers poses a major ob-
stacle to writing academic papers in the correct style by PhD graduates. Aca-
demic English proficiency cannot be automatically transformed from general
English proficiency, therefore, much importance should be attached to teaching
academic language features in the EAP instruction. Through training and inter-
nalization, students can gradually migrate from general English proficiency to

academic English proficiency, thus helping learners acquire communicative
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competence for specific academic and cultural contexts (Hyland & Hamp-Lyons,
2002).

4) improper citation of literature

Academic ethics is defined as the ethical norms and guidelines that academic
groups or individuals should follow when they are engaged in academic activi-
ties, and it greatly affects the quality of research paper, which determines wheth-
er students will be able to write research articles that meet the norms and are
approved by their instructors or accepted by academic journals (Lv et al., 2016).
Studies have shown that Chinese students know little of how to cite literature
properly to avoid plagiarism (Zou, 2015). Therefore, EAP teaching should focus
on cultivating students’ compliance with academic ethics.

5) inaccurate expression of stance

The construction of academic perspectives requires not only the objective
presentation of research data, but also the reasonable expression of the research-
er’s position and the manifestation of authorship in order to have a say in the
academic field (Hyland, 2005; Lancaster, 2016; Jiang & Ma, 2019). Reasonably
expressing the author’s position and conforming it to the statutes of the aca-
demic community is not easy for academic novices of second language learners.
Studies have found that academic novices are unable to accurately use position
resource words to express rhetorical persuasion in the results and discussion
sections of their papers (Mansourzadeh & Ahmad, 2011). Therefore, stance ex-
pressions should be another focus of the teaching academic English (Hyland,
2018; Wang & Liu, 2013; Xu, 2015).

To conclude from available evidence, much has to be done to help students

participate in international academic communication in English.

3.2. Approaches to Academic Awareness-Raising
and SKkill Development

Project-based Learning (PBL) and text analysis methods, advocated by academic
English teaching practitioners have been adopted in EAP teaching (Cai, 2019).
PBL is a teaching method that emphasizes student-led inquiry, in which stu-
dents, under the guidance of the teacher, select a research project or topic and
actively collect information, analyze information, acquire knowledge, apply
knowledge, and solve problems through research. This teaching method can ef-
fectively configure the three elements of EAP course: skills-based, text-based and
practice-based (Hyland, 2006), and help students acquire and use language
through project-based research (Alan & Stoller, 2005). The teaching content of
academic English covers language skills ranging from general academic vocabu-
lary, normalization structures, complex syntactic structures such as subordinate
clauses and embedded clauses, and the reasons for and use of “hedging”, to lite-
rature reading skills, note-taking methods, and such skills as quoting, paraph-
rasing, summarizing, and synthesizing that need to be mastered to avoid aca-
demic plagiarism, to topic selection, topic formulation, abstract, introduction,

definition, data presentation.

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2022.132039

631 Creative Education


https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2022.132039

D. H. Zheng

The course is arranged as follows: Learners are first introduced to the differ-
ences between general English and academic English by providing them with
two versions of simple text in general English and academic English helping
them perceive the difference between the two in order to arouse their interest in
academic English learning, followed by explaining the features of academic lan-
guage. Then, five research papers commonly accepted by students of different
disciplines are selected for interpretation to encourage students to understand
the features of academic discourse. Then the principles of deciding research top-
ic, basic academic English skills and norms are discussed in terms of why to do,
how to do and what to do that way, for example, why citation is used, how to ef-
fectively draw from sources, what language signals a citation.

In the third week, after the principles of deciding research topic are intro-
duced, each student is required to find a topic (or idea) from their daily life or a
topic of their own interest according to the principles, getting ready for a pres-
entation based on the format of “5-Minute Research English Speech Contest for
Chinese Students”. From the 5" week onwards, three students from different
groups are given a 3 - 5 minute oral presentation on their chosen topic or idea
with the help of PPT, one of whom represents his or her group to present their
chosen topic for the first time. In 8" week, three students will continue to report
on their chosen topic in each period, two of whom report for the second time on
behalf of their group on their revised topic, with peer questions and teacher
comments made again. In 13" week, each group submits the first draft of their
research report, and the teacher makes comment on it for the third time. In last
week of the semester, the group members report their research results and sub-
mit an approximate 1500-word IMRD (Introduction, Methodology, Results,
Discussion) research paper with an abstract of about 250 words and References.

This classroom environment helps to establish and strengthen an initial expli-
cit connection between the content and academic awareness and skills related in
order to enhance the practical significance and transferability of skills related;
meanwhile, it helps familiarize students with the research process and elements
of scientific research in their studies.

At the end the semester, six students were randomly invited to participate in
an interview. What follows is a selection of some of the most typical student ref-

lections made:

“I do find the difference between general English and Academic English, so
I think I do need to learn it” (Jin)

“I feel that I have learned a lot now from this course though I feel puzzled
most of the time in class at the beginning of this semester, like IMRC/D.”
(Lu)

“This course is useful for me because I plan to study in English-speaking
countries after graduation. From the course I learn what a research paper is
like, how to cite others’ ideas, to discover the gap of others’ research, and

how to ask research questions.” (Fan)
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“Your comment of our group’s project helped me a lot and deepened my
knowledge of academic language and thesis structure. At least it helped me
know what mistakes that I should not make.” (Lin)

“This is the first time I learned that conclusions could only be reached on
the basis on data obtained from survey or experiments conducted.” (Xu)

“I feel that I can’t learn so many things in class because all these are quite
new to me, like how to define a concept or term and how fto cite, I feel it so
complicated that I can’t remember so many things. I hope that this course

will be put off later, even if it is offered a semester later.” (Liu)

As these reflections show, freshman non-English majors know very little
about scientific research and research papers writing. They are just like pieces of
blank sheet on which EAP teachers may feel free to write. Thus, EAP teachers
should have in mind first what and how to teach novice students in the EAP.

Another question worthy of further research in terms of the students’ re-
sponse is when is the best time to offer EAP to college students.

Given that EAP are currently carried out mainly by general English teachers
in China, most of whom “do not understand other disciplines or other pedagog-
ical practices well enough to give our students templates for success” (Johns &
Swales, 2002: p. 26); the students are not learners in the context of the subject
matter either (de Chazal, 2014), for whom writing academic papers is like play-
ing a game whose rules are not yet known (Read et al., 2001). The author sug-
gests that when teaching academic English to novice students, teachers should
focus on developing students’ six aspects of awareness including awareness of
scientific research, academic genre awareness, awareness of academic language,
awareness of academic ethical norms, evidence-based awareness, awareness of

academic identity construction, and skills related to academic activities.

4. Conclusion

This paper, based on available literature and practices, discusses the course focus
of the EAP program to freshman non-English majors by exploring the deficien-
cies college students have and the six aspects of academic awareness suggested
are subject to further validation by empirical studies of journal editors and re-

viewers in the future.
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