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Introduction

This book is intended as an introduction to academic discourse in 
English and is written for students, general readers and specialists in 
other areas of applied linguistics or language teaching. My aim is to 
offer an overview of the key genres of the academy and on the way to 
say something about the nature of knowledge, of communication and 
of the practices of those who work and study in universities. 

The study of academic discourse is a relatively young field, but one 
which is rapidly attracting the attention of scholars with interests rang-
ing from philosophical pragmatics to English for Academic Purposes. 
This attention is partly due to the growing significance of these dis-
courses in all our lives as they increasingly intrude into institutional 
discourses around us. More directly, as ever more students enter higher 
education, as increasing numbers of professions demand degree level 
qualifications, and as academics around the world find their careers 
tied to their success in publishing, academic discourses come to exert a 
growing impact. 

Most obviously, communication is crucial to the work of academic 
communities, both from the point of view of scientific progress and of 
the individual academic or student seeking to make a name or pass a 
course. Countless students and researchers must gain fluency in the 
conventions of academic discourses to understand their disciplines, 
establish their careers and to successfully navigate their learning. Its 
influence also reaches outside the university as the languages of the 
academy appear daily on our TV screens, in our newspapers and in our 
mailboxes, infiltrating the discourses of advertising, public informa-
tion, social services and entertainment to shape the ways we understand 
the world and offering a model of rationality and detached reasoning. 
Academic discourse, in fact, has come to be a privileged form of argu-
ment in the modern world; a demonstration of absolute truth, empirical 
evidence or flawless logic representing what Lemke (1995: 178) refers 
to as the discourse of ‘Truth’. It gives us an objective description of 
what the world is actually like and we, in turn, invest it with a cultural 
authority free of the cynicism with which we view the partisan rhetoric 
of politics and commerce. 

Perhaps the main force driving this growing interest in academic 
discourse is the recognition that academic communication presents 
considerable difficulties for many students, especially as disciplines 
themselves change and develop. Students have to quickly come to 
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terms with the literacy demands of the academy, and the characteristic 
and changing forms of disciplinary-specific communication, by learn-
ing to use language in new ways. Nor are academics immune from these 
changing communicative demands. The ability to deliver lectures, to 
carry out administrative work, to participate in meetings, to present at 
international conferences and, above all, to conduct and publish 
research in English, are all part and parcel of every successful academ-
ic’s competence. 

In other words, the learning needs of all these groups have a particu-
lar focus in the challenges to communicative competence presented by 
disciplinary-specific study, by new modes of teaching and learning and 
by changing communicative practices within and outside the academy. 
Studies of academic discourse have therefore fed into the English for 
Academic Purposes movement. This in turn has helped to undermine 
the idea of a single, monolithic ‘academic English’ (Hyland, 2004), to 
reshape the ways we understand academic literacy, and to reconceptu-
alize how we prepare both students and academics to cope effectively 
with the literacy demands of the academy. This book picks up these 
threads to explore the nature and importance of academic discourses in 
the modern world. In it I seek to combine an argument concerning both 
disciplinary and generic variation with an accessible introduction to 
current thinking about key areas and issues in academic discourse. 

The discussion which follows is evidence based and draws on sev-
eral collections (or corpora ) of academic written and spoken discourse. 

The written data:

240 research articles from journals in 8 diverse disciplines 
(1.4 million words)
56 chapters each from a different textbook in these same 8 dis-
ciplines (481,000 words)
240 PhD dissertations and Masters’ theses in the same 8 disci-
plines (4 million words)
240 acknowledgements from these dissertations and theses 
(35,000 words)
64 Final year undergraduate project reports from 8 disciplines 
(630,000 words)

The spoken data is largely taken from the MICASE corpus (2003 release)

31 large lectures with over 40 participants (260,000 words)
31 small lectures (under 40 participants; 320,900 words)
8 seminars (151,000 words)
4 dissertation defences (57,000 words)
11 student presentations (143,000 words)

Introduction
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The book opens with a discussion of the nature of academic dis-
course is and its significance to academic life. It then goes on to outline 
the varied theoretical and methodological approaches taken in studies 
of text and talk in the academy and to examine the key notions of 
discipline and community in the study of academic discourse. The 
remainder of the book then explores these approaches and concepts in 
relation to contemporary settings and genres, looking at research dis-
courses, instructional discourses, student discourses and popular 
academic discourses. The final chapter moves away from the university 
and into wider worlds, briefly examining the effects of academic dis-
courses on political and economic contexts, on perceptions of science 
and on international scholarship.

Introduction
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In this chapter I want to set out something of an overview, considering 
what academic discourse is and why it is important. I begin by provid-
ing an outline of the concept and go on to look at some of the main 
reasons for its emergence as an area of research interest. I then discuss 
the impact and the power of academic discourse, focusing on the con-
tributions it makes to learning, to creating disciplinary approved knowl-
edge, and to establishing academic reputations through publishing. 
While all these threads will be taken up again and woven into subse-
quent chapters, my intention here is to sketch out the centrality of 
discourse to key areas of practice and to show how it contributes to the 
construction of academic life itself.

1.1 What is academic discourse?
Academic discourse refers to the ways of thinking and using language 
which exist in the academy. Its significance, in large part, lies in the 
fact that complex social activities like educating students, demonstrat-
ing learning, disseminating ideas and constructing knowledge, rely on 
language to accomplish. Textbooks, essays, conference presentations, 
dissertations, lectures and research articles are central to the academic 
enterprise and are the very stuff of education and knowledge creation. 

But academic discourse does more than enable universities to get on 
with the business of teaching and research. It simultaneously constructs 
the social roles and relationships which create academics and students 
and which sustain the universities, the disciplines, and the creation of 
knowledge itself. Individuals use language to write, frame problems 
and understand issues in ways specific to particular social groups and 
in doing these things they form social realities, personal identities and 
professional institutions. As Gee (1996, p. viii) observes: 

To appreciate language in its social context, we need to focus not on 
language alone, but rather on . . . Discourses. Discourses include 
much more than language. [They] are ways of behaving, interacting, 
valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and 
writing that are accepted as instantiations of particular roles . . . by 

Points of departure1
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specific groups of people. . . . Discourses are ‘ways of being in the 
world’; they are ‘forms of life’ 

In other words, the academy cannot be separated from its discourses 
and could not exist without them. 

Becher and Trowler (2001) call Communication ‘the life blood of aca-
demia’ as both the promotion of knowledge and the establishment of 
reputation depend on it. No new discovery, insight, invention or under-
standing has any significance until it is made available to others and no 
university or individual will receive credit for it until it has seen the 
light of day through publication. This involves a long process of con-
vincing editors, reviewers and peers to accept a claim as interesting 
or valid, drawing on approved and familiar discourses to do so. A view 
must be framed within a context of what is already accepted and using 
an argument carefully crafted for a particular audience. Ultimately a 
theory prevails because it is presented in a way which academics rec-
ognize as persuasive: knowledge, in other words, is what people can be 
persuaded to accept (e.g. Rorty, 1979). 

Similarly, it is control of appropriate discourses which distinguishes 
the brilliant student from the plodder. Only through language, whether 
in the form of a dissertation, viva, essay assignment or unseen exam, 
can students consolidate and display their learning to university gate-
keepers and so progress to graduation and beyond. Discourse, then, is 
at the heart of the academic enterprise; it is the way that individuals 
collaborate and compete with others, to create knowledge, to educate 
neophytes, to reveal learning and define academic allegiances. Its study 
is therefore a rich source of information about the social practices of 
academics, students and society itself. 

At one level then, the study of academic discourse is interesting for 
what it can tell us about the accomplishment of academic life. But 
beyond the university, the languages of the academy have quietly begun 
to insert themselves into every cranny of our lives in the West, coloniz-
ing the discourses of technocracy, bureaucracy, entertainment and 
advertising. Almost unnoticed, academic discourses have reshaped our 
entire world view, becoming the dominant mode for interpreting reality 
and our own existence. We find traces of it not just in popular science 
periodicals but in the Sunday broadsheets and the TV documentary, it 
is the language of the pharmaceutical bottle and the toothpaste adver-
tisement, the psychotherapist and the recycling leaflet. It is the carrier 
of expertise and prestige – the badge of those who possess knowledge 
and of those who wish to. As Halliday and Martin (1993: 11) put it: the 
language of science has become the language of literacy.

But this is not literacy only in the sense of how people make use of 
reading and writing. Although we tend to think of academic discourse 
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in terms of print texts, the ability to comprehend, and perhaps produce, 
texts which are written to be spoken, such as lectures, conference 
papers and class presentations, or to navigate a way through interactive 
encounters like seminars, supervisions and dissertation defences, 
involves no small degree of specialist language competence. The part 
played by talk in the academy, and its significance in education and 
research, has recently begun to receive considerable research attention. 

Following years of neglect, we are now beginning to understand 
something of the ways that academic speech differs from, and works 
together with, writing in a range of different academic practices. We are 
recognizing its important role in educational and research settings and 
how it varies across disciplines and genres. At the same time, we are 
also becoming more aware that speaking and listening are collaborative 
achievements which make heavy demands on researchers, teachers and 
students alike, particularly those operating in a language which is 
not their own. Indeed, it is difficult to deny the importance of both 
modes as the initial difficulties encountered by second language speak-
ing students at university primarily involve speaking and listening 
(Jordan, 2002) and as non-native English speaking academics are often 
required to lecture and give conference papers in English. 

Research into academic discourse, in fact, has grown massively since 
the mid-1960s when Huddleston, Hudson and Winter conducted a 
British Government funded study into the linguistic properties of sci-
entific English (Huddleston, 1971). Since then, studies of academic 
discourse have expanded to include student and instructional dis-
courses as well as research papers, to embrace academic speech as well 
as writing, to address rhetorical purposes as well as syntactic forms, 
and to incorporate ever larger samples of texts. While Huddleston and 
his colleagues revolutionized research into academic discourse by turn-
ing from intuition to look at real language use, they worked with 
a database of just 135,000 words compared with modern academic 
corpora which often exceed five million words (e.g. Biber et al., 1999; 
Hyland, 2004a). Research, then, has gradually sharpened its focus down 
to particular genres, and increasingly to genres within specific disci-
plines, and reached deeper into the communicative purposes of spoken 
and written texts. 

1.2 Why this interest in academic discourse?
It is worth pausing here to consider the reason why academic discourse 
has recently become such a developing research area. Essentially, this 
boils down to three major developments which have emerged in the 
last few decades: the growing diversity of the students who are entering 
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universities as a result of widening access policies; the increased atten-
tion given to teaching and learning by funding bodies; and the emergence 
of English as the international language of scholarship. 

First, many countries in Europe, Asia and Australasia have witnessed 
a huge expansion of Higher Education in the past 20 years as a result 
of greater social inclusion policies and the ‘academicization’ of emerg-
ing ‘practice-based’ disciplines such as nursing, social work and 
marketing. In the UK, for example, almost 40 per cent of the eligible age 
group now attends university compared with just 2 per cent 50 years 
ago (HEFCE, 1999), creating a student body which is far more diverse in 
terms of age, ethnicity and social class. While some groups are still 
massively under-represented, university courses are no longer domi-
nated by white, middle-class, monolingual school leavers in full-time 
enrolment. This more culturally, socially and linguistically hetero-
geneous student population means that learners bring different 
identities, understandings and habits of meaning-making to a more 
diverse range of subjects. One consequence of this is that tutors cannot 
assume their students will possess the understandings and learning 
experiences that will equip them with the literacy competencies tradi-
tionally required in university courses. 

Second, these demographic and curriculum changes have been 
accompanied by dramatic falls in central government funding and the 
corporatization of Higher Education. Increasing reliance on student 
fees as a source of income, particularly those brought by international 
postgraduate students, has meant greater competition between institu-
tions, the ideology of students as ‘customers’, and an increased concern 
with teaching and learning issues. In many countries universities must 
now undergo regular ‘teaching quality audits’ by funding bodies and so 
are devoting more attention to the processes of teaching and learning, 
and investing more resources in the training and formal accreditation 
of teaching staff. Staff lecturing skills and student writing competen-
cies are often key areas in these evaluation and accreditation regimes 
and have become central to professional development programmes and 
of national frameworks for the training of university teaching staff. 

The third reason for this growing interest in academic discourse has 
been the emergence of English as the international lingua franca of 
research and scholarship. With half the world’s population predicted to 
be speaking the language by 2050, English is becoming less a language 
than a basic academic skill for many users around the world. This clearly 
has implications for Higher Education. Some 1.2 million students 
now study in English outside their home countries and international 
students comprise almost 50 per cent of all postgraduates in Britain, 
contributing £1.5 billion annually to universities and £23 billion to the 
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economy. There is also evidence that many doctoral students studying 
in overseas universities are completing their PhD theses in English 
where they have a choice (Wilson, 2002). 

It also, of course, has consequences for academic publishing. More 
than 90 per cent of the journal literature in some scientific domains 
(Thompson Corp., 2007) and 68 per cent of the 58,698 scholarly peri-
odicals indexed by Ulrich’s Periodical Directory in 2007 are published 
in English. This growth in English medium publications, moreover, is 
occurring not only in contexts where English is the official language 
but also where English is used as a foreign language, so that academics 
from around the world are now almost compelled to publish in English. 
Depending on one’s perspective, English in these circumstances can be 
viewed as neutral lingua franca, efficiently facilitating the free exchange 
of knowledge, or as a Tyrannosaurus Rex, ‘a powerful carnivore gob-
bling up the other denizens of the academic linguistic grazing grounds’ 
(Swales, 1997: 374). Either way, the global status of English has come 
to influence both the lives of scholars throughout the globe and the 
production and exchange of academic knowledge in the twenty-first 
century.

Standing alongside these developments, of course, are more endur-
ing reasons for unpacking the black box of academic discourse. Not 
least of these being its traditional role as a carrier of what counts as 
legitimate knowledge and as authorized ways of talking about this 
knowledge. Although Higher Education is stratified by universities 
with differing status and resources, knowledge is constructed, main-
tained and transmitted through relatively uniform practices of literacy 
and pedagogy, and it is to these that I now turn. In particular, I will 
focus on the role that academic discourse plays in the three key areas of 
academic practice: education, knowledge and reputation. 

1.3 Education: discourse, acculturation 
and learning
Discourse, and particularly student writing, is at the centre of teaching 
and learning in Higher Education. While multimedia and electronic 
technologies are beginning to influence learning and how it is assessed, 
lectures, seminars and textbooks remain the key forms of knowledge 
transfer and writing in its various forms continues to be the way in 
which students both consolidate and demonstrate their understanding 
of their subjects. But while it performs core gatekeeping and assess-
ment functions, it also helps socialize students into academic practices 
as they write themselves into their disciplines. 
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This is what Bartholomae (1986: 4) had in mind when he wrote:

Every time a student sits down to write for us, he has to invent the 
university for the occasion – invent the university, that is – or a 
branch of it, like History or Anthropology or Economics or English. 
He has to learn to speak our language, to speak as we do, to try on 
the peculiar ways of knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, con-
cluding, and arguing that define the discourse of our community.

Writing as a member of a discipline involves crafting texts in a way that 
insiders can see as ‘doing biology’ or ‘doing sociology’ and this both 
restricts how something can be said and authorizes the writer as some-
one competent to say it. In other words, students learn what counts as 
good writing through an understanding of their discipline and the con-
ventions and genres regarded as effective means for representing 
knowledge in that discipline.

i. Discourses and diffi culties

Academic discourses, however, are not those of the home, the school 
and the workplace. The particular kinds of literacy practices which 
hold sway in the university have emerged to represent events, ideas 
and observations in ways which facilitate efficient, even shorthand, 
communication among insiders. As a result they often confuse new-
comers and force them into roles, identities and ways of writing which 
run counter to their experiences and intuitions about how language is 
used and so undermine their confidence (Lea  and Stierer, 2000; Lillis, 
2001). Many students, and particularly those who are returning to study 
later in life, who speak English as a second language, or who have not 
had a smooth uninterrupted path through the education system, often 
find these discourses to be alien, specialized and privileged ways of 
writing. 

One reason for this is that these discourses force us to represent our-
selves in certain ways, causing us to change our normal ways of speaking 
in order to fit in. Ivanic (1998), for instance, found that many of her 
‘mature’ female students felt insecure about their educational identity 
as the discourse they were expected to use seemed pretentious and 
false: they did not let them ‘be themselves’. Second language students 
often experience even greater problems as they encounter writing con-
ventions which can differ considerably from those in their first language. 
These frequently demand that students are more explicit about the 
structure and purposes of their texts, more cautious in making claims, 
clearer in signposting connections, and generally that they take more 
responsibility for coherence and clarity in their writing (Clyne, 1987). 
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Students’ previous experiences with texts therefore count for little 
when they arrive at university and their familiar ways of writing are no 
longer regarded as legitimate for making meaning. 

ii. Abstraction and technicality

Perhaps most challenging, however, is the ways that academic discourse 
represents disciplinary realities. Essentially, the process of writing 
involves creating a text that we assume the reader will recognize and 
expect and the process of reading involves drawing on assumptions 
about what the writer is trying to do. But while this anticipation pro-
vides for writer–reader coordination, allowing the co-construction of 
coherence from a text, academic writing disrupts our everyday percep-
tions of the world and sets up different expectations. 

In everyday uses of language we tend to represent things in a certain 
way, so that events unfold in a linear time sequence and agents accom-
plish actions. This example is unremarkable:

1.  If you drink too much and drive, then you are likely to have an 
accident.

This is what Halliday (1998) has called a ‘natural’ or congruent repre-
sentation in that we tend to translate our perceptions of the physical 
world in the grammatical system of language: we call it as we see it. 
Academic writing, however, turns our way of expressing meanings on 
its head though an incongruent use of language, so we are far more 
likely to find a sentence like this:

2.  Excessive consumption of alcohol is a major cause of motor 
vehicle accidents.

Academic discourse thus treats events as existing in cause and effect 
networks, disguises the source of modality of statements, foregrounds 
events rather than actors, and engages with meanings defined by the 
text rather than in the physical context. 

The discourses of the disciplines, in fact, work to interpret the world 
in particular ways, each drawing on different lexical, grammatical and 
rhetorical resources to create specialized knowledge. Wignell et al. 
(1993), for instance, characterize the sciences as reworking experience 
technically by establishing a range of technical terms which are ordered 
to explain how things happen or exist. This extract suggests something 
of this technicality:

3.  Osmotic tolerance – the ability of an organism to in media 
with widely varying osmolarities – is accomplished in bacteria 
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with an adjustment of the internal osmolarity so that it always 
exceeds that of the medium. Intracellular accumulation of 
potassium ions (K+) seems to play a major role in this 
adjustment.

This technicality is then used to create further technicality through 
defining, classifying and explaining.

The humanities, like history and philosophy, on the other hand, 
employ abstraction rather than technicality, moving from instances to 
generalizations by gradually shifting away from particular contexts. In 
this example we see how the philosopher begins with a narrative rather 
than an exposition, providing a fictional scenario that leads logically 
to a question that he himself has posed, introducing the abstract from 
the concrete:

4.  Doris has just driven her car into a tree. She’s unconscious, 
slumped over the steering wheel. Perry comes upon the scene. 
He looks around to see if anyone can help, but there’s no one 
else there. Visions of wrecked cars catching fire and exploding 
into boiling balls of flame fill his mind, and he feels that he 
must rescue the driver now or else she’ll surely die. So, with 
considerable trepidation, Perry rushes in and quickly drags 
Doris free from the wreck, thinking that at any moment both 
he and she might get caught in the explosion. As it happens, 
the car does not explode. Soon after, some emergency vehicles 
screech to a halt. Paramedics jump out. The paramedics take 
a look at Doris, and they arrive at a chilling conclusion: Perry 
has paralysed Doris. Is Perry morally responsible for what he 
has done? (Henceforth, by ‘morally responsible’ I shall mean 
‘morally culpable’, for other types of moral responsibility will 
not be at issue). That depends. One thing it depends on is 
whether Perry acted freely in paralysing Doris. Freedom is 
what may be called a root requirement of responsibility.

Wignell (1998) believes that writing in the social sciences contains fea-
tures of both science and the humanities, turning an initial abstract 
construal of experience into something more technical.

iii. Discourses and defi cit

The complexity of these discourses is not always recognized by tutors 
and administrators, which means that academic literacy tends to be 
misrepresented as a naturalized, self-evident and non-contestable way 
of participating in academic communities. There is a general assump-
tion that there is a single, overarching literacy which students have 
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failed to master before they get to university, probably because of gaps 
in school curricula or faults in the learners themselves, and this deficit 
can be corrected by a few top-up English classes. More widely, the idea 
that university students can’t write is central to official and public 
debate about literacy, and generic labels such as ‘academic English’ or 
‘scientific English’ give the impression that literacy can be taught to 
students as a universal set of skills usable in any situation. 

Divorcing language from individual writers and their particular con-
texts in this way, however, conceals variations in the ways language is 
used in university settings and allows difficulty to be interpreted as 
deficit. Students are seen as identical and isolated, trying to acquire a 
set of skills independently of their identities, purposes and disciplines. 
Because they are rarely provided with a means of conceptualizing the 
varied epistemological frameworks of the academy, students are often 
unable to see the consequences these have for communication or to 
distinguish differences in the disciplinary practices they encounter at 
university (Plum  and Candlin, 2001).

Such views of literacy and learning echo traditional linguistic con-
ceptions such as Saussure’s distinction between Langue – or language 
as system – and parole – language as use. This separation of form and 
meaning also underlies the familiar conduit metaphor of language, 
which suggests that we communicate simply by forming our thoughts 
into words which others receive and decode just as we intended. Thus 
our ideas arrive at their destination as they were sent, so writing is 
transparent in reflecting meanings rather than the way we negotiate 
and construct meanings between ourselves. Communication is an 
autonomous system that we all understand and use in roughly the same 
way with no differences in interpretation or reader positions. In this 
view, good writing is largely a matter of grammatical accuracy and 
literacy is presented as a set of discrete rules and technical skills which 
include decoding and encoding meanings, manipulating writing tools, 
perceiving shape–sound correspondences, and so on. 

In Higher Education, this perception contributes to an ideology 
which transforms literacy from a key area of academic practice, how we 
construct ourselves as credible linguists, psychologists or whatever, 
into a kind of add-on to the more serious activities of university life. 
English for Academic Purposes, the practice of academic literacy 
instruction, thus becomes a support mechanism on the margins of aca-
demic work. The study of academic discourses, however, restores the 
significance of social context to our understanding and reframes liter-
acy as a social practice rather than a set of skills. The concepts of 
literacies, referring to language use as something people do when they 
interact with one another, and practices, the idea that these language 
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activities are bound up with routine, everyday activities in the real 
world, provide ways of re-establishing this link between language and 
context. 

Moving away from literacy as an individual attribute is a central 
implication of a social literacies view. It helps us to see that texts don’t 
exist in isolation but are part of the communicative routines of social 
communities. This not only means that genres are related to other 
genres and the text we hear and read are connected to the texts we 
speak and write, but that language is intimately related to the different 
epistemological frameworks of the disciplines and inseparable from 
how they understand the world. Studying academic discourses and 
the activities that surround them therefore becomes a powerful tool for 
understanding the experiences of everyone in Higher Education, 
whether students or tutors. 

1.4 Knowledge: discourse, persuasion and truth
If we reject the idea of language as a transparent medium of communi-
cation, then discourse begins to take on a far more prominent role in the 
ways academics construct knowledge. To a large extent, academic dis-
course has evolved as a means of funding, constructing and evaluating 
knowledge. Robert Merton’s view that the goal of science is to add to a 
body of authorized knowledge has been enthusiastically adopted in the 
humanities and social sciences, and it is this purpose which most 
clearly distinguishes academic discourse from other kinds of commu-
nication. But while the pace and reach of this enterprise has both 
accelerated and globalized, exactly what we understand knowledge to 
be has also changed. The confidence of an earlier age, which saw knowl-
edge as the understanding of independently existing truths, and texts 
as merely the ways of reporting them, now seems almost naïve to many 
observers. 

i. Knowledge and language

A realist model, which sees knowledge as emerging from our direct 
access to the external world, through experiment, induction, observa-
tion and falsifiability, turns out to provide less reliable bases for proof 
than we commonly suppose. We do, of course, rely on induction in our 
everyday lives. So we usually believe that the bus we take to work will 
arrive at 8.30 tomorrow if it has arrived at 8.30 every day for the past 
week, but taking the same bus over a longer period is likely to under-
mine our confidence in this schedule. This is because induction offers 
probabilities rather than proof, and by moving from observations of 
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actual instances to general statements about unobserved cases, scien-
tists introduce uncertainty. Popper’s alternative of ‘falsification’, which 
puts theories through experimental testing and replaces those that are 
defective with more verifiable ones, is no more reliable. It is just not 
possible to conclusively falsify any hypothesis because the observa-
tions that form the argument for the falsification must be expressed in 
the language of some theory, and so will only be as reliable as that 
theory.

The problem for scientific views of knowledge, then, is that nature 
cannot speak to us directly and interpretation of events in the natural 
or social world always depends on the assumptions academics bring to 
the problem (Kuhn, 1970). That is, all reporting occurs within a prag-
matic context and in relation to a theory which fits observation and 
data in meaningful patterns, so there is no secure observational base 
upon which any theories can be tested. As the Nobel physicist Stephen 
Hawking (1993: 44) notes: 

A theory is a good theory if it is an elegant model, if it describes a 
wide class of observations, and if it predicts the results of new 
observations. Beyond that it makes no sense to ask if it corresponds 
to reality, because we do not know what reality is independent of a 
theory. 

In other words, there is always going to be at least one interpretation for 
research data and the fact that we can have these competing explana-
tions shifts attention to the ways that academics argue their claims. We 
have, then, to look for proof in the textual practices for producing 
agreement.

ii. Discourse and constructionism

Social constructionism is one of the oldest and best known approaches 
to conceptualizing academic discourse. Writers like Geertz (1983) and 
Bruffee (1986) have encouraged us to see texts as disciplinary practices; 
that is, writing and talk which is embedded in the activities of individ-
uals acting as members of social groups. This moves us from focusing 
on the individual speaker to look at the collective. Kuhn (1970: 201), 
for example, observes that scientific knowledge is ‘the common prop-
erty of a group or else nothing at all’. Academic knowledge is no 
longer something ‘out there’, but seen as a product of the situations in 
which it is created, rooted in disciplinary argument, affiliation and 
agreement-making. 

The social constructivist position suggests that knowledge (and even 
social reality itself) is created through the daily interactions between 
people and particularly through their discourse. It takes a skeptical 
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stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge and, in opposition to the 
theories of positivism and empiricism which underpin the natural 
sciences, questions the idea of an objective reality. It argues that every-
thing we see and believe is actually filtered through our theories and 
our language, sustained by everyday social processes of research and 
communication, which are culturally and historically specific. In other 
words, academics work within communities in a particular time and 
place, and that it is this intellectual climate which determines the prob-
lems they investigate, the methods they employ, the results they see 
and the ways they write them up. 

Texts, in other words, can never be regarded as accurate representa-
tions of what the world is like because this representation is always 
filtered through acts of selection, foregrounding, and symbolization. 
Reality is constructed through processes that are essentially social and 
involve crafting texts in ways which will be persuasive to readers. 
Academic discourse therefore does more than report research that plau-
sibly represents an external reality: it works to transform research 
findings or armchair reflections into academic knowledge. This knowl-
edge, then, is not a privileged representation of reality, but a conversation 
between individuals, although we should not be seduced by this to an 
idealist view that denies existence itself. Scientists and sociologists 
need a sensory experience of the world in order to make claims about 
it. It is just that their experience of this world under-determines what 
they can know and say about it, and as a result they must draw on their 
cultural resources to organize what they know. We cannot, in other 
words, step outside the beliefs or discourses of our social groups to find 
a justification for our ideas that is somehow ‘objective’. 

iii. Discourse and community

The real issue for those studying discourse is that because writers can 
only guide readers to a particular interpretation rather than demon-
strate proof, readers can always reject their interpretations. At the heart 
of academic persuasion, then, is writers’ attempts to anticipate possible 
negative reactions to their claims. To do this they must make use of the 
persuasive practices of their disciplines, encoding ideas, employing 
warrants, and framing arguments in ways that their audience is likely 
to find most convincing. The notion of community is therefore central 
as knowledge is community-generated and community-maintained.

This brings us back to the orientation to literacy I discussed above in 
relation to education. Just as academic literacies are not something that 
students simply add onto their home literacies when they get to univer-
sity, academics only reach some consensus about knowledge through 
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the discourses of their disciplines. Physicists don’t write like philoso-
phers nor lawyers talk like linguists. They acquire the specific ways 
they need to engage with other members of their discipline through 
participation in its discourses and practices. Persuasion is essentially a 
demonstration of credibility involving control of research methodolo-
gies and the ability to employ community approved argument forms. 
Persuasion in the academy, just as in any other area of life, involves 
using language to relate independent beliefs to shared experience. 

Academic discourses, then, are closely bound to the social activities, 
cognitive styles and epistemological beliefs of particular disciplinary 
communities. The ways community members understand knowledge, 
what they take to be true, and how they believe such truths are arrived 
at, are all instantiated in a community’s discourse conventions. These 
conventions connect texts with disciplines through linguistic choices 
which galvanize support for the writer, express collegiality, and negoti-
ate disagreement. In practice, this means that claims for the significance 
and originality of research have to be balanced against the convictions 
and expectations of colleagues, taking into account their likely objec-
tions, background knowledge, rhetorical expectations and processing 
needs (Hyland, 2004b). 

Research into a range of academic genres describes something of 
how writers in different disciplines represent themselves, their work 
and their readers in very different ways. In the sciences, for example, 
we find reporting which emphasizes the authority of scientific proce-
dure and avoids the presence of the researcher. This represents the apex 
of what Foucault (1972) characterized as the neo-classical search for a 
univocal discourse, a one-to-one correspondence between words and 
categories of things which began with the rise of science in the eigh-
teenth century. 

But language, as we noted earlier, can never be divorced from 
those who use it: it can never say everything that needs to be said 
nor ever fully elaborate its context. Writers must assume readers will 
possess some background understandings and beliefs, while readers 
must always integrate linguistic and contextual assumptions to recover 
relevance and meaning from a text. The protracted disputes over legal 
contracts, for example, illustrate the difficulties of establishing fixed 
meanings from even the most explicitly written texts. Simply, the rela-
tive impersonality of scientific discourse is not an absence of rhetoric 
but simply a different kind of rhetoric. While it might seek to remove 
the author from the text to give priority to the unmediated voice of 
nature, it is like other persuasive discourses in that it shapes observa-
tions and data to produce arguments which are recognizable and 
meaningful to disciplinary insiders. 
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Academic discourses, however, not only work to construct knowl-
edge within academic communities, but to sustain the prestige of these 
communities with outsiders. On one hand, such discourses carry enor-
mous cultural authority in the wider society about what the natural and 
human existence are really like: they answer our questions about the 
world, explain its intricacies, satisfy our curiosities, and improve our 
futures. They are the guarantors of reliable knowledge, and we place 
our trust in their unbiased and uncorrupted representations of reality 
and our faith in their practical effects. On the other hand, these dis-
courses also represent a constant quest for disciplinary status and 
prestige. Academic disciplines are not uniform or stable but sites of 
competing individuals, theories and methodologies as alternative per-
spectives slug it out for recognition and ascendancy. The prestige of 
a field, and perhaps its independent existence, is often contingent on 
persuading powerful bodies in the non-academic sphere to provide 
recognition and resources. Academic discourses are central to this end-
less struggle to attract more students, more research funding, and more 
institutional respect within a context of ever-shifting fortunes.

Academic discourse is, therefore, not only central to the ways knowl-
edge is agreed and disseminated, but to what this knowledge is, how it 
is changed, and how it is recognized in the outside world. The idea that 
facts are rhetorically constructed by social communities is now no lon-
ger controversial, and research has moved to understanding how 
individuals use discourses to create, sustain, and change these commu-
nities. Stubbs (1996: 21), puts this at the heart of social research: 

The major intellectual puzzle in the social sciences is the relation 
between the micro and the macro. How is it that routine everyday 
behaviour, from moment to moment, can create and maintain social 
institutions over long periods of time?

The study of academic discourse and the ways that individuals use 
language to align themselves with particular communities; to display 
their competence; to persuade others to accept their ideas; and to ring 
fence and protect their interests, is a key dimension of this research. 

1.5 Reputation: discourse, authority and reward
A third dimension of academic discourse I want to mention here is the 
power it wields in the career of individual academics. While academic 
ideologies may claim that research is driven by the disinterested pur-
suit of truth, individual academics generally put peer approval and 
institutional recognition high on their list of motivating forces. As 
Becher and Trowler (2001: 75) observe:
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The main currency for academics is not power, as it is for the politi-
cian, or wealth, as it is for the businessman, but reputation.

The outcome of academic activity takes obviously more-or-less tangible 
expression in the form of grants, discoveries, patents, theories and 
insights, but these are merely the means to the end of professional 
recognition. 

i. Discourse and reward

Clearly academic discourses have enormous relevance to the ways 
individuals construct themselves as competent academics, build pro-
fessional visibility, and establish reputations. This is because discourse 
is the interface between the individual and the discipline. It is the 
mechanism which both creates knowledge and distributes credit: the 
system of publication. A paper is judged as a contribution to a particu-
lar field by an audience of colleagues who are potentially in a position 
to make use of it. If editors, referees, proposal readers, conference 
attendees and journal readers regard it as original and significant, allow 
it to be published, cite it in their own work and develop it further, then 
the writer receives the reward of recognition. 

But this is not the end of the matter. Academics who excel in getting 
their research into prestigious publications and seen by a wide audi-
ence are often eventually appointed to key positions, gain access to 
economic resources and occupy major gatekeeping roles. Not only do 
they achieve social power in their disciplines, but tend to form an elite 
as they exercise influence in setting standards, directing strategies and 
determining what is considered good work or important topics. They 
may also gain greater influence as spokespeople for their colleagues, 
attract commercial consultancies and are more likely to become mem-
bers of government committees and grant bodies which decide the fate 
of funding applications and research contracts. The system of reward 
and the system of communication are therefore one and the same, 
which helps explain the emphasis placed on the ownership of ideas 
in the academy and the protection of intellectual property enforced by 
the heavy punishments meted out for plagiarism. Reputation is the 
symbolic capital of the academy (Bourdieu, 1991) and it is jealously 
protected. 

Hagstrom (1965) has suggested that this system resembles a form of 
barter, where a contribution of information is exchanged for recogni-
tion. Latour and Woolgar (1979), however, give this market metaphor a 
modern capitalist twist by seeing publication as just one element of 
‘credit’ in a cycle of moves designed to maximize credibility. For them, 
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a successful publication may help a researcher gain credit which can 
be converted into a research grant to finance equipment and recruit 
colleagues, this in turn generates more data which can be converted 
to arguments, fresh publications and so on. Credibility thus helps 
academics to progress round the cycle:

For example, a successful investment might mean that people 
phone him, his abstracts are accepted, others show interest in his 
work, he is believed more easily and listened to with greater atten-
tion, he is offered better positions, his assays work well, data flow 
more reliably and form a more credible picture.

(Latour and Woolgar, 1979: 204)

While persuasive, however, this view perhaps overstates the research-
er’s autonomy and largely ignores his or her interactions with the 
political and economic forces which increasingly encroach on univer-
sity life.

The fact is that a great deal of knowledge in the modern university is 
produced under arrangements which constrain both choice and curios-
ity. Discovery, application and use have become ever more closely 
connected and standards of social utility appear, at least to some observ-
ers, to be replacing traditional values of academic knowledge based on 
truth (Gibbons et al., 1994). This was becoming apparent even 50 years 
ago, as President Eisenhower warned in 1961:

The free university, historically the fountainhead of free ideas and 
scientific discovery, has experienced a revolution in the conduct of 
research. Partly because of the huge costs involved, a government 
contract becomes virtually a substitute for intellectual curiosity.

(Quoted in Redner, 1987: 15)

Much of the 3 per cent of GDP that Western countries spend on scien-
tific research flows into the universities (Bridgestock, 1998). The hard 
knowledge disciplines have been particularly successful in articulating 
research with the priorities of government, military and business elites, 
but the humanities and social sciences have also been sucked into the 
commercial web though their involvement in such areas as political 
advising and image production. 

So while success is largely measured by the capacity to write papers 
valued by colleagues, the rewards of this may be both more tangible and 
more influenced by outside forces than the market models suggest. 

ii. Reputation and competition

Because reputation is translated into concrete conse quences of various 
kinds, and because both material and symbolic capital are extremely 
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scarce, academic publication is fiercely competitive. This institutionally 
sanctioned competition is generally believed to stimulate the advance 
of knowledge, but it is now inseparable from the process by which 
prestige and credibility are as sessed. Bourdieu sees it like this:

The scientific field is the locus of a competitive struggle, in which 
the specific issue at stake is the monopoly of scientific authority, 
defined inseparably as technical capacity and social power, or to 
put it another way, the monopoly of scientific competence, in the 
sense of a particular agent’s socially recognized capacity to speak 
and act legitimately in scientific matters.

(1975: 19)

Speaking legitimately involves publication and so links discourse 
and competition. Publication comes to equal ‘productivity’ and is used 
as a crude measure of worth, with institutions conferring promotion 
and tenure on the length of personal bibliographies. 

Discourse is, in other words, both the stick and the carrot which pro-
pels academics around the treadmill of applying for grants, presenting 
research at conferences, communicating with colleagues, and writing 
for publication. As James Watson, Nobel laureate and a member of the 
biology establishment, spells out: 

It starts at the beginning. If you publish first, you become a profes-
sor first; your future depends on some indication that you can do 
something by yourself. It’s that simple. Competitiveness is very 
dominant. The chief emotion in the field.

(Cited in Judson, 1995) 

Competition is increasingly important with the growth of commer-
cial incentives and with the emergence of a corporate ‘accountability 
culture’ where universities, departments and individual academics 
themselves are measured and graded by their research outputs. 

Competition, of course, is not only a mechanism for driving research 
and allocating rewards, but also has the effect of creating and maintain-
ing institutional hierarchies. It is the nature of competition to create 
winners and losers and so to define who might speak with credibility 
and public authority. Hierarchical relationships within disciplines are 
then, at least in part, directly related to one’s control of physical and 
rhetorical resources. As a consequence, a small elite of physical scien-
tists (Mulkay, 1976) and social scientists (Becher and Trowler, 2001) 
enjoy a disproportionate share of grant resources and peer recognition. 
This may not only be beneficial to the elites themselves, but can have 
advantages in terms of funding and prestige for the particular universi-
ties who employ them and for the disciplines they work in. Every field 
needs its illustrious figures, its Durkheims, Einsteins, Wittgensteins 
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and Darwins to define its identity, develop its agenda and capture the 
imagination of the wider public. 

The negative impacts of competition, however, are also all too appar-
ent, with most academics able to recount an injustice where research 
funding or publication had been denied them due to the partiality of 
referees from an opposing camp. Less common, but nevertheless well 
documented, are cases of obstruction by senior figures. Among the most 
celebrated is Isaac Newton’s suppression of the scientific discoveries 
of John Flamsteed and Stephen Gray (Clark  and Clark, 2001). In more 
recent times, academic advances have often been delayed by the 
entrenched orthodoxies of leading figures. The theory of stellar degen-
eration and ‘black holes’, for example, was delayed for 30 years by the 
authority of A. S. Eddington, the leading theoretical astrophysicist of 
the time, who sought to protect his own cosmological theory. Similarly, 
virtually all the key pioneers in cancer research met resistance from 
authoritative figures (Kelves, 1998). 

Competition, the driving force in knowledge production and indi-
vidual reputation, is clearly not an unmixed blessing, but while it has 
always been with us, it has never been fiercer. Participation in the 
global exchange of information is now a prerequisite for promotion and 
job security for a growing number of academics around the world, and 
this increasingly has to be done in English. Visibility is all important 
and statistics show that academics all over the world are ever less likely 
to publish in their own languages and to find their English language 
publications cited more often. There were over 1.1 million peer-
reviewed research articles published globally in English in 2005 and 
this number has been increasing by 4 per cent annually despite falling 
library budgets and an increase in journal prices of 300 per cent over 
the rate of inflation in the 20 years up to 1995. This growth of publica-
tion, however, has been outstripped by submissions, with many journals 
rejecting over 80 per cent of the manuscripts they receive. All this, 
moreover, at a time when the price of failure has never been greater. 

1.6 Conclusions and caveats
My main purpose in this chapter has been to underline the centrality 
of academic discourse and to show how it is used to construct knowl-
edge, disciplines and the professional careers of academics themselves. 
I hope to have persuaded you that to understand the full complexity of 
these discourses we have to see them as part and parcel of institutional 
and community practices: they are situated activities which regulate 
meaning-making in complex ways and represent particular social rela-
tions and ways of seeing the world. 
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In covering so much ground, however, I have necessarily taken a 
few liberties. Such a broad sweep can only offer a rough sketch rather 
than a faithful likeness, so much of the variation between disciplines 
and between forms of knowledge, for example, has been glossed over. 
There are considerable differences between disciplines which I have 
not adequately represented here, while disciplines themselves are less 
homogeneous categories than I may have implied, containing myriad 
sub-groups with opposing allegiances and competing agendas. Dis-
courses are used in different ways to represent different ideological 
approaches and even in applied linguistics, for example, there are 
fundamental distinctions in methods, concepts and forms of argument 
between, say, cognitivists and post-modernists. Nor has justice been 
done here to the fact that both disciplines and knowledge change, and 
in the longer term both are transient. Just as disciplines come and go, 
socio-political circumstances change, and new demands impact on the 
universities and its discourses.

It might also seem that I have been guilty of attaching too much 
importance to academic discourse. After all, being a successful student, 
publishing academic, influential researcher, and so on, involves other 
competencies. Craft skills, network participation, wide reading, analyt-
ical and critical abilities, diligence and brilliance no doubt take 
individuals a long way. Ultimately, however, the picture I have painted 
is essentially accurate: in the context of what we do in the academy we 
are defined and judged by our control of academic discourses. Qualify-
ing detail needs to be filled in, however, and much of this will be found 
in the chapters which follow. First, I turn to the ways that we under-
stand and study academic discourses by looking at the main theoretical 
and methodological perspectives brought to bear on them.
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Having constructed a broad view of the topic, I now want to begin to fill 
in some of the details by looking a little more closely at how analysts go 
about researching and understanding academic discourse. By approach, 
then, I mean the adoption of one or more ways of conducting analyses 
supported by an integrative theory or conception. First, however, I have 
to come clean and admit that in aiming for seamless coherence, my first 
chapter papered over a variety of different conceptions of discourse 
and approaches to its study. This chapter goes some way to making 
more explicit what some of these are. Following an overview of some 
key issues in the ways social researchers understand discourse analy-
sis, I go on to look at the main approaches to the study of academic 
discourse, dividing broadly into three groups:

Textual: approaches which focus on language choices, mean-
ings and patterns in texts including those based on genre, 
corpora and multimodal analyses.
Contextual: these begin with wider situational aspects, such 
as the sociology of science, ethnography and sociohistorical 
perspectives.
Critical: a category which brings an attitude of criticality, such 
as Critical Discourse Analysis and Academic Literacies, while 
drawing on blends of other methods.

2.1 Some issues in discourse analysis
Discourse analysis is a way of studying language in action, looking at 
texts in relation to the social contexts in which they are used. Because 
language is an irreducible part of social life, and connected to almost 
everything that goes on in the world, social research of any kind always 
needs to take account of it, and for that reason the term discourse analy-
sis is something of a catch all, covering a range of meanings. Across the 
social sciences discourse is, in fact, becoming a heavily overloaded 
term with several distinct uses in play. To oversimplify, these spread 
along a cline between (i) those which focus on the analysis of speech 
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and writing to bring out the dynamics and conventions which pattern 
particular social situations and (ii) those which have a more social the-
oretical orientation and consider the institutionalized ways of thinking 
which define our social boundaries. Discourse, in other words, spreads 
between two poles giving more-or-less emphasis to concrete texts and 
institutional social practices.

i. Texts and life-worlds

There is a long tradition of treating discourse in linguistic terms, 
informed by both pragmatics and a maturing, activity-centred linguistic 
perspective on language. This take on discourse recognizes ‘language-
in-use’ as a legitimate object of analysis and sets out to discover gram-
matical and structural features of language operating at levels higher 
than the sentence (Blommeart, 2005). Many different frameworks have 
been developed for this purpose, crossing a number of disciplines 
and drawing on a broad variety of assumptions and analytical methods. 
They all, however, regard linguistic signalling and organization pat-
terns as potential resources for interpreting text meanings and as 
contributing to our understanding of how texts are produced and 
used.

Many social scientists, on the other hand, particularly those influ-
enced by Foucault (1972), pay very little attention to textual features. 
Instead they focus on the ‘socially constructive effects’ of discourse, or 
on the ways it functions to create social, cultural and institutional 
developments and to influence how we understand the world. This is 
what we might describe as discourse as form-of-life: the stuff of our 
everyday world of activities and institutions which is created by our 
routine uses of language, together with other aspects of social practices. 
It is through discourses, for example, that we build meanings for things 
in the world such as lectures, presentations, meetings and research; it 
is the ways that we construct identities for ourselves and relationships 
with others; it is how we distribute prestige and value to ideas and 
behaviours; and it is the ways we make connections to the past and to 
the future. 

This difference is neatly encapsulated in Gee’s (1999) distinction 
between ‘big D’ and ‘little d’ discourse. Gee defines discourse (with a 
little ‘d’) as ‘language-in-use’, that is, language as we use it to enact our 
identities as teachers, discourse analysts, taxi drivers or particle physi-
cists and how we get things done in the world. Discourse (with a big 
‘D’), on the other hand, is a wider concept involving both language and 
other elements. It highlights the fact that our displays of who we are 



Academic Discourse

22

and what we are doing when we act as members of particular groups, 
always involves more than just language. As Gee observes:

It involves acting-interacting-thinking-valuing-talking in the ‘appro-
priate way’ with the ‘appropriate’ props at the ‘appropriate’ times 
in the ‘appropriate’ places. Such socially accepted associations 
among ways of using language, of thinking, valuing, acting, and 
interacting in the ‘right’ places and at the ‘right’ times with the 
‘right’ objects (associations that can be used to identify oneself as a 
member of a socially meaningful group or ‘social network’), I will 
refer to as ‘Discourses’ with a capital ‘D’.

(1999: 17)

Discourse, then, is a way of being. It is the institutions, activities and 
values which we constantly recreate through discourse as members of 
social groups. 

ii. Agency and social structure

Fairclough, like Gee, is just one among many analysts who see no oppo-
sition between these two views of discourse and its analysis. He 
observes that:

Text analysis is an essential part of discourse analysis, but discourse 
analysis is not merely the linguistic analysis of texts. I see dis-
courses analysis as ‘oscillating’ between a focus on specific texts 
and a focus on what I shall call the ‘orders of discourse’, the rela-
tively durable social structuring of language which is itself one 
element of the relatively durable structuring and networking of 
social practices. 

(2003: 3)

For Fairclough, then, this ‘oscillation’ between texts and the struc-
tures which support them is needed to understand how language is 
used to conduct interactions and how it is embedded in social and 
cultural practices. 

What Fairclough calls ‘orders of discourse’ are the relatively stabi-
lized configurations of discourse practices and conventions found in 
particular social domains or institutions. These are Gee’s ‘Big D’ dis-
courses; the genres and styles used for creating meanings in particular 
areas. In Higher Education, the research, pedagogic and assessment 
genres of the university and the formal expectations which surround 
them offer frames for interaction among participants. But they also 
carry symbolic value because they are linked to, and by repetition rein-
force, the values and beliefs of dominant groups. Academic orders of 
discourse, then, are ideologically shaped by those who exercise authority, 
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the powerbrokers and gatekeepers of the field. The analysis of academic 
discourses needs to take both these dimensions of discourse into 
account. 

The point here is that we don’t only use discourse to express our 
attitudes, ideas and understandings, but that these are themselves 
shaped by discourse. Authorized and valued ways of using language 
make certain possibilities available to us and exclude others, thereby 
constraining what can be said and how it can be said. The topics we 
discuss, how we approach them and the ways we see the world are all 
influenced by the language we have available to us. Since the late 1970s, 
work by Kress and Hodge (1979), Fairclough (1989), Van Dijk (1997) 
and others has pointed to the need to consider these broader social, 
political and ideological forces that influence many professional and 
public texts. 

This research, however, suggests that the connection between our 
social arrangements and our discourses is not a deterministic, one way 
process. We are not simply moulded by the texts we produce and encoun-
ter, but also act on these over time so that there is a balancing of human 
agency and social structure. Put another way, social practices both shape 
discourses and are themselves shaped by discourses. Giddens (1984) 
refers to this as the duality of structure: social structures (or ‘orders of 
discourse’) make social action possible and at the same time social 
action creates those structures. It is the repetition of the routine acts of 
individual agents in day-to-day life, including the routine uses of dis-
courses, which reproduces the structure. This, in turn, also creates the 
possibilities for change. The traditions, institutions, moral codes and 
established practices which constitute social structures can be trans-
formed when people reproduce them differently by combining different 
genres or developing them in new ways (Faiclough, 1989).

iii. Writing and speech

In addition to distinctions of text and context and of agency and struc-
ture, the term discourse analysis has also been used to refer to different 
kinds of analyses in two separate contexts: multiple-source, dialogic 
spoken environments and single-source, monologic written contexts. 
There are clearly differences between these modes and we often recog-
nize speech to be more highly contextualized, far more dependent on a 
shared situation, more reliant on immediate feedback and involving 
more real-time monitoring and less planning. Such differences are gen-
erally attributed to the distinct functions that speech and writing have 
evolved to perform (e.g. Halliday, 1989), or to the degree of detachment 
and reflection that each permits (e.g. Tanen, 1982). 
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These different conceptions of speech and writing have, moreover, 
led to the emergence of different analytic techniques. Studies of spoken 
discourse have tended to focus far more on the local management of 
participation such as turn-taking, politeness, utterance sequencing and 
the sensitivity of interaction to situational and cultural differences. 
Written discourse analysis, in contrast, has looked more closely at dis-
coursal patterning and contextual factors operating outside the moment 
of production. We find conversation analysts, speech act philosophers 
and ethnographers of communication exerting a greater influence 
on analyses of spoken discourse, and the tools of Systemic Functional 
Linguistics, text linguistics and Critical Discourse Analysis brought to 
bear on written texts. 

Attempts to identify clear-cut dichotomies between the features of 
speech and writing, however, have to be treated with caution. It is all 
too easy to attribute differences to the channel used, rather than to con-
ventions which are specific to particular genres and contexts. This 
broad distinction thus oversimplifies a more muddied reality. It is often 
the case that formal written discourse tends to be more lexically dense 
(with a higher ratio of content words to grammatical words), to have 
greater nominalization (where events are presented as nouns rather 
than verbs) and to be more explicit (with clear signalling of semantic 
relations), but these depend on the purpose of the text and are not abso-
lutes. Such differences are often overstated as a result of focusing on 
extreme cases such as face-to-face conversation and expository prose, 
for example, and neglect the considerable diversity of spoken and writ-
ten genres. In fact, no single dimension of comparison can separate 
speech and writing and differences should be seen on a continuum 
rather than as polar opposites of mode.

Comparisons will necessarily reflect differences in the register, pur-
pose and formality of the particular genres studied. Some genres of 
academic speech, such as supervisory meetings, poster discussions and 
seminars for example, are closer to casual conversation in their relative 
informality and spontaneity, blending interactivity with transactional 
purposes (Biber, 2006). Other genres like prepared lectures and confer-
ence presentations, on the other hand, are usually scripted to be 
delivered orally and are consequently more tightly organized and pat-
terned, while still carrying something of the provisionality and 
time-constraints of speech (Swales, 2004). We might also note here the 
complicating role of multimodal semiotics in spoken presentations of 
various kinds, further undermining a direct spoken–written split in 
communicative features. The non-verbal dimension of academic speech 
(and writing) in both structuring talk and conveying information of var-
ious kinds is substantial, Kress et al. (2001), in fact, argue that meaning 
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is not created by linguistic means alone but by both linguistic and 
visual modes acting jointly.

Technological and social changes further blur folk divisions of 
speech and writing, with new discourse forms increasingly important 
in the continuous evolution of research and instructional contexts. 
Much has been written about the potentially dramatic impact of elec-
tronic research communications such as e-journals, for example, 
although we still await their full flowering into new layered, multi-
modal and hyperlinked documents. More immediate are the changes 
that electronic media have brought to instructional genres, particularly 
for online feedback on students’ written work, peer conferencing and 
computer-mediated distance pedagogies. Not only are such genres 
reshaping teaching, but the absence of physical co-presence seems to 
be changing our conceptions of what counts as appropriate communi-
cation forms by grafting a simulated conversational style onto a written 
mode.

Having raised a number of issues in how discourse and its analysis 
are understood, I now turn to describe some of the principal investiga-
tive tools employed, grouping them in terms of three main orientations: 
Textual, contextual and critical.

2.2 Textual approaches 
At the beginning of this chapter I suggested that approaches to dis-
course analysis spread between two poles of a cline, either tending 
to an emphasis on language or context. The goal of describing and 
explaining academic discourse means that analyses must ultimately 
incorporate both dimensions to show how we actively create a world 
of activities, identities, relationships and institutions through dis-
course. The notion of text, in other words, should be seen as a spoken 
or written instance of system, or the general communicative resources 
which are available to a particular community. Here, I begin with tex-
tual approaches and the ways individuals employ language to structure 
and express their ideas, identities and communities, focusing on genre, 
corpora and multimodality.

i. Genre analysis

Like discourse itself, genre analysis is a broad term embracing a range 
of tools and attitudes to texts, from detailed qualitative analyses of a 
single text to more quantitative counts of language features. We can, in 
other words, examine the actions of individuals as they create particu-
lar texts, or we can examine the distribution of different genre features 
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to see how they cluster in complementary distributions across a range 
of texts. The first emphasizes the decisions of particular writers while 
the second steps back to reveal collections of rhetorical choices rather 
than specific encounters. Different types of genre analysis also draw on 
different understandings of language and its relationship to social con-
texts. It is possible, therefore, to identify perspectives influenced by 
Systemic Functional Linguistics, English for Specific Purposes and 
New Rhetoric (Hyon, 1996; Hyland, 2004c) with the first two of these 
taking a more explicitly linguistic approach, largely to inform teaching 
practice. 

Nor is there agreement on the concept of genre itself. It is, for exam-
ple, seen as typified rhetorical action by Miller (1984), as regularities of 
staged, goal oriented social processes by Martin (1993), and as shared 
sets of communicative purposes by Swales (1990). In the most general 
terms we can follow Bhatia (2002: 22) in saying that ‘genre analysis is 
the study of situated linguistic behaviour in institutionalized academic 
or professional settings’. But Swales (2004: 61) despairs of pinning 
down genres more clearly as definitions generally fail to hold true in all 
cases and often prevent the recognition of new genres. Instead, he 
suggests that we regard genres metaphorically, and perhaps the most 
productive metaphor might be to see them as frames for social action 
which offer users guiding principles for achieving particular recognized 
purposes by means of language. In other words, genres are schema.
From all the possible ways of using language we make a relatively 
narrow selection and employ this selection repeatedly and routinely 
to both understand and demonstrate competence in a particular 
community. 

Genres thus provide an orientation to action for both producers and 
receivers, suggesting ways to do things using language which are recog-
nizable to those we interact with. This ability to see texts as similar or 
different, and to produce or respond to them appropriately, is possible 
because communication is a practice based on expectations: our chances 
of interpreting the writer’s (or speaker’s) purpose are increased if the 
writer takes the trouble to anticipate what the we might be expecting 
based on our previous experiences with texts. Hoey (2001) likens read-
ers and writers to dancers following each other’s steps, each assembling 
sense from a text by anticipating what the other is likely to do by 
making connections to prior texts. We know immediately, for example, 
whether a text is an essay, a joke or a lecture and can respond to it and 
perhaps even construct one of our own, given sufficient practice. 

Genres are often associated with recurring rhetorical contexts as we 
draw on familiar resources to address routine communication needs, 
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but they also permit expert users a certain leeway and opportunities for 
innovation. In other words, like dancing, established patterns can form 
the basis of variations and creativity. This kind of variation is important 
in creating new forms and genres can be ‘sites of contention between 
stability and change’ (Berkenkotter and Huckin, 1995: 6). But genres are 
not completely open and fluid and such variations are typically cir-
cumscribed with limited effects. Expectations for particular conventions 
of layout and language imply some constraint on choice and so tend 
towards conformity among genre users which leads to some temporary 
genre stability. Choice, in fact, is actually defined by constraint and 
there can be no meaning without it. Devitt (1997) refers to these con-
straints as a language standard of what is socially and rhetorically 
appropriate, and while these change over time, there are rewards for 
playing the game and, as students tend to discover, often consequences 
for violation. 

The genres of the academy represent an enormous assortment which 
Swales (2004) refers to as a ‘constellation’ of academic discourse, some 
of which are shown in Figure 2.1.

Many of these genres interact with, draw on and respond to others in 
webs of intertextuality (Bakhtin, 1986), Useful here is Fairclough’s dis-
tinction between manifest intertextuality, where quotes, paraphrase, 
citation, and so on signal traces of earlier texts, and constitutive inter-
textuality (or ‘interdiscursivity’) where a texts is shaped by borrowing 
generic or rhetorical conventions from other genres, as in the use of 
biography in some qualitative research articles, thus merging what may 
be originally distinct orders of discourse to create new discourses. 
Genres are also related to each other in clusters of dependence which 
help construct a particular context. The idea of ‘genre set’ that Devitt 
(1991), for example, refers to is the full array of texts a particular group 
is likely to deal with, so that textbooks, lab reports and lectures may 
form a set for many science students while ‘genre chains’ refer to how 
spoken and written texts can cluster together in a given social context. 

Written genres Spoken genres

Research articles Book reviews Lectures Student presentations 

Conference abstracts PhD dissertations Seminars Office hour meetings

Grant proposals Textbooks Tutorials Conference presentations

Undergraduate essays Reprint requests Peer study groups PhD defences

Submission letters Editor response letters Colloquia Admission interviews

Figure 2.1 Some academic genres
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In sum, despite some terminological and conceptual uncertainties, 
genre analysis is the major instrument in the text analyst’s toolbox.

ii. Corpus analysis

Corpus analysis is ‘the study of language based on real life language 
use’ (McEnery and Wilson, 1996: 1), but unlike more qualitative vari-
ants of genre analysis it draws on evidence from large databases of 
electronically encoded texts. A corpus is simply a collection of natu-
rally occurring language samples (often consisting of millions of words) 
which represent a speaker’s experience of language in some restricted 
domain, thereby providing a more solid basis for genre descriptions. 
While it does not contain any new theories about language, a corpus 
provides an alternative to intuition by offering both a resource against 
which intuitions can be tested and ‘a motor which can help generate 
them’ (Partington, 1998: 1). In other words, intuition and data work 
together to offer fresh insights on familiar, but perhaps unnoticed, fea-
tures of language use. This assists to reduce any bias introduced by 
looking at just one text, enables analysts to depict what is usual, rather 
than what is simply grammatically possible, and helps to suggest expla-
nations for why language is used as it is in academic domains and 
genres. 

Corpus studies are therefore based on both qualitative and quantita-
tive methods, using evidence of frequency and association as starting 
points for interpretation. 

Frequency is a key idea in corpus studies. If a word, string or gram-
matical pattern occurs regularly in a particular genre or sub-set of lan-
guage, then it can be taken to be significant in how that genre is routinely 
constructed by users. Thus Coxhead (2000), for example, shows that a 
list of 570 word families covers some 8–10 per cent of running words of 
academic texts while being relatively uncommon in other kinds of 
texts. Items such as analyse, process, function and significant are likely 
to be encountered by most academic readers. We need to be cautious, 
however, as such ‘semi-technical’ words are not evenly distributed 
across the academic register. Analyses of both writing (Hyland and Tse, 
2007) and lectures (Thompson, 2006) reveal considerable disciplinary 
specificity in such frequencies, indicating clear preferences for lexical 
choices. Analyses also offer insights into the frequencies of other text 
features as electronic corpora are often annotated, or ‘tagged’ with addi-
tional information such as part of speech codes or sociocultural charac-
teristics of speakers. Biber (1988), for instance, shows how written 
academic prose is characterized by bundles of grammatical features 
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such as frequent nouns, long words, attributive adjectives and preposi-
tional phrases which function to present densely packed information. 

Frequency information is often supplemented by qualitative analy-
ses of the ways features associate with each other in collocational 
patterns. Using concordance data, researchers are able to uncover pat-
terns in the surrounding co-text which can suggest clues to the use of 
target words. Thus analyses can elucidate ‘semantic preferences’ 
(Stubbs, 2001) for certain patterns so that, for example, we find the 
adjective massive used in science writing to convey mass, modifying 
words like star, planet and black hole, while being used in journalism 
in the sense of size and collocating with gamble, profits and blow (Lee 
in Hunston, 2002: 162). 

In addition we find that some words take on particular meanings as 
a result of their tendency to repeatedly occur in certain semantic envi-
ronments, sometimes leading to evaluative connotations in a process 
referred to as ‘semantic prosody’. In general use, for instance, the item 
cause normally implies something negative, as in these examples from 
the BNC newspaper corpus:

1.  And that will cause uproar tonight when the general commit-
tee gather to ratify the decision.

 . . . on or before Tuesday, March 2, they conspired at Walford 
Road and elsewhere to cause an explosion in the UK and with 
possessing a quantity of Semtex.

Animal studies have shown dioxins to be carcinogenic and to 
cause birth defects in rats at very high doses. 

The strength of collocation can most easily be seen in the use of differ-
ent clusters across registers, with extended collocations like as a result 
of, it should be noted that and as can be seen helping to identify a 
text as belonging to an academic register while with regard to, in pursu-
ance of, and in accordance with are likely to mark out a legal text 
(Hyland, 2008a).

Corpus analyses thus help provide a grounded basis for discourse 
studies, highlight unseen patterns and restrict the influence of intuition 
on research. The pervasiveness of collocations, in fact, has led Sinclair 
(1991) to propose that grammar is actually the output of repeated collo-
cational groupings and Hoey (2005) to suggest that every word is mentally 
‘primed’ for use with other words through our incremental experience 
of them in frequent associations. Corpus analyses have, however, been 
criticized for providing only a partial account of language use and for 
offering a description of text as a product rather than discourse as a 
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process (e.g. Widdowson, 2000a). The fact that corpus data is typically 
restricted to language at the expense of both non-verbal meanings and 
the surrounding circumstances of the creation and use of text tends to 
mean that we are left with rather abstract and disembodied data. While 
there is something in this, corpus analysis comprises a range of differ-
ent techniques and these are increasingly used in tandem with other, 
more qualitative methods to produce a fuller picture of academic 
discourse.

iii. Multimodal analysis

For many linguists discourse cannot be restricted to linguistic forms of 
representation alone but comprises all meaningful semiotic activity 
(e.g. Blommaert, 2005). There has certainly been a shift in our systems 
of representation away from the purely verbal to the visual in a whole 
range of genres in domains from advertisements to journalism in recent 
years, and this trend has also been apparent in research and education. 
Visuals are often as important as verbal elements in many academic 
genres and multimodal analyses attempt to offer an integrated perspec-
tive to study these developments. Researchers adopting this view 
consider the specific ways of configuring the world which different 
modes offer and draw attention to consequent shifts in authority, in 
forms of meaning and in forms of human engagement with the social 
and natural world (Kress, 2003; Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2002). Most 
dramatically, this requires very different semiotic work from the ‘reader’ 
as contemporary electronic texts often offer a range of entry points to 
the ‘page’ and different reading paths through it when compared with 
print texts, while involving the reader more actively in filling the rela-
tively ‘empty’ words with meaning.

Essentially, multimodal analyses seek to describe the potentials and 
limitations (or ‘affordances’) for making meaning which inhere in differ-
ent modes. Considering writing, for example, Kress (2003: 1) argues that 
writing and image are governed by different logics: writing by time and 
image by space. So in writing meaning is attached to ‘being first’ and 
‘being last’ in a sentence, while in a visual it is position which is impor-
tant, placing something in the centre, for instance, gives it a different 
significance from placing at the edge, while placing something above can 
make it ‘superior’ to what is below. The expansion of genres using new 
technologies such as e-journals, PowerPoint and digital portfolios in aca-
demic contexts thereby hasten and intensify, through their affordances, 
different potentials for communication, interaction and representation. 

Academic written texts, particularly in the sciences, have always 
been multimodal, but textbooks and articles are now far more heavily 
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influenced by graphic design than ever before. Graphics typically do 
more than merely illustrate or supplement information and frequently 
carry the informative and persuasive weight of an argument. Figures, 
tables and photographs can occupy up to a half of a contemporary 
science research article, for example, while pedagogic texts are increas-
ingly multimodal, with coloured maps, graphical representations and 
photographs helping to both represent an objective world and intro-
duce disciplinary ways of seeing. We cannot, in other words, understand 
written academic discourse by looking at the resources of writing alone. 
Learning to read and create images has become a central aspect of learn-
ing scientific discourse. 

The discourses of the classroom and lecture hall also draw on a mul-
tiplicity of representational modes. Kress et al. (2001), for example, 
show how school science teachers orchestrate a complex assembly of 
meaning resources in their discourse, including image, gesture, speech, 
writing, models, spatial and bodily codes. Different modes are fore-
grounded at different parts of lessons in a ‘shifting hierarchy’ to produce 
a coherent discourse. Visual material plays an equally prominent role 
in conference presentations, with something like a new slide every 
50 seconds in many science presentations (Rowley-Jolivet, 1999). 
Dubois observed as long ago as 1980 that scientists frequently struc-
tured their talk around their slides, and this practice seems to have 
become ever more widespread, although there is considerable disci-
plinary variation in the use of visuals (Swales, 2004). 

Few discourse analysts, however, have addressed the interaction 
between these modes and descriptive studies of lectures and presenta-
tions still massively privilege speech. Discussing PowerPoint technol-
ogy, however, Myers (2000) notes the tyranny of bulletization and 
the blurring of written and visual modes. More importantly, he points 
to the rhetorical impact of this presentation software in reducing 
the speaker from author to animator so that the text is the star of the 
performance supported by the speaker. While this may overstate 
matters slightly, it reminds us of how much there is still to learn about 
the effects of visual presentations.

2.3 Contextual approaches
To understand how language works in the academy we need to move 
beyond the page or screen to see discourses as firmly embedded in the 
cultures in which their users participate. If we understand discourse as 
language-in-action, then this means looking more closely at the ways 
semiotic resources connect with everyday social, cultural and histori-
cal patterns. A second broad group of approaches therefore begins by 
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foregrounding contextual elements of discourse. This group is poten-
tially very large, but I have collected a variety of tools under three broad 
headings, each of which deserves more attention than it can receive in 
the limited space here. These are analyses informed by the sociology of 
science, by sociohistorical studies and by ethnography.

i. Sociology of science

Sociologists like to explain the beliefs of human communities by refer-
ring to aspects of their social organization, but natural science largely 
escaped this kind of scrutiny until relatively recently. The alleged 
objectivity of its methods seemed to give science a unique epistemolog-
ical status which placed it beyond the bounds of sociological analysis. 
Quite simply, it was not necessary to examine its methods of persua-
sion because any claim could be tested empirically. But in the 1960s 
researchers began to look for more social bases for knowledge, ques-
tioning the view that texts are deductive proofs of claims or simply the 
conduit by which ideas and theories are channelled from one individ-
ual mind to another. Medawar (1964 (reprinted in 1990)), for example, 
argued that the scientific paper was ‘fraudulent’ as it rhetorically dis-
guises methodological choices and interpretations to misrepresent 
research as an unproblematic inductive process of discovery. Scientific 
activity and the everyday processes by which research findings are 
transformed into scientific knowledge therefore became legitimate 
areas of inquiry. 

Taking a strong social constructionist position (discussed briefly in 
the last chapter), and adopting techniques such as ethnography, partici-
pant observation and conversation analysis, sociologists began to insist 
on the importance of context in the creation of knowledge. At the broad-
est level of context, sociologists have explored the social structure of 
science, theoretically constructing how we might understand scientific 
writing as a social act, embedded in the received knowledge of the 
academic community. Kuhn (1970), for instance, refers to the practices 
of normal science, where scientific texts manifest the disciplinary per-
ceptions, styles of speculation and other habits of a settled community 
paradigm. Similarly Lakatos (1978) proposes that a scientific commu-
nity shares a research programme comprising methods and rules which 
define what valid research is. 

From these perspectives, a model of science emerges where ‘inde-
pendent creativity is disciplined by accountability to shared experience’ 
(Richards, 1987: 200) as scientific methods and findings are coordinated 
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and approved through public appraisal and peer review. Writers must 
consider how their research fits with prior work and contributes to 
that work. The communication system is therefore the basic structural 
component of the scientific community, and an understanding of 
knowledge involves an understanding of how it is employed in the 
social justification of belief. It is the collective agreement of scientists 
which establishes that a claim has been adequately tested, and it is 
the verdict of a specially trained audience which is authorized to estab-
lish it as knowledge. Research is therefore less a search for truth than 
a quest for agreement (e.g. Polanyi, 1964: 13), as claims must be criti-
cally reassessed by other scientists before they can be regarded as ‘well 
established’. 

Studies have also focused on the more immediate contexts of scien-
tific discourse by exploring the connections between writing and 
research activities. A key work here is Latour and Woolgar’s (1979) 
ethnographic study which suggests that the modern research lab devotes 
more energy to producing papers than discoveries, and that scientists’ 
time is largely spent in discussing and preparing articles for publica-
tion in competition with other labs. They see the lab as a factory where 
raw materials and labour are processed to produce the marketable prod-
ucts of publications which will enhance the prestige of the lab and 
attract more funding to continue the process. Other studies have focused 
on the processes by which research findings gain the status of accred-
ited knowledge through peer review and the uptake of a disciplinary 
community (e.g. Myers, 1990). Some claims will be ignored or rejected 
as invalid while others will be recognized through citation and provide 
support for additional future claims. With time, the successful claim 
will no longer be referred to but incorporated into arguments as a taken-
for-granted assumption. Readers are therefore only fully persuaded 
when all sources of support have disappeared. 

Studies of academic discourse in the sociology of science therefore 
reveal the ways academic papers are socially situated in institutional 
and social contexts. They help illuminate how articles are written to 
provide an account that reformulates research activity in terms of an 
appropriate, but often contested, disciplinary ideology. This perspec-
tive shows us that the scientific writer’s purpose is to create a text where 
a knowledge claim seem unproblematically related to observed data. 
In part, this involves concealing contingent factors, downplaying the 
role of social allegiance, self-interest, power and editorial bias, to depict 
a disinterested, inductive, democratic and goal-directed activity (e.g. 
Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984).
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ii. Sociohistorical approaches 

The constructionist idea that things are only true for a particular group 
at a particular time has generated research into the historical circum-
stance in which academic discourses emerge and become relatively 
stabilized in certain periods. These sociohistorical studies trace the 
evolution of research writing from the advent of modern empirical sci-
ence in the seventeenth century and adopt methods which span 
discourse analysis, history and the sociology of science. These studies 
demonstrate the importance of situating cultural practices in their 
wider social contexts and represent a significant contribution to how 
we understand academic discourse. In particular, they show that the 
writing conventions familiar to us today are not timeless and self-
evident means of establishing knowledge but have been consciously 
developed over time in response to particular social situations. 

It is difficult to imagine science in the early Restoration period in 
England, with its diverse and competing array of cultural practices 
aimed at describing and controlling the natural world. While the idea 
of a ‘scientific revolution’ is now treated with scepticism, there were, 
nevertheless, large scale attempts to problematize and change classical 
and medieval beliefs about nature. This period witnessed considerable 
innovations in ways of identifying, validating and communicating 
experience; as scientists sought to reject ideas based on trust and author-
ity to find ways of establishing knowledge. The concept of knowledge 
itself, in contrast to an individual’s set of beliefs, implies a public 
and shared commodity, but in the mid-seventeenth century the linguis-
tic practices for establishing the credibility of individual belief and 
securing its status as knowledge did not exist. It was Robert Boyle 
and his colleagues at the Royal Society who eventually created rules of 
discourse which would generate and confirm facts independently 
of man-made hypotheses, establish conventions of scholarly interac-
tion and create a ‘public’ for experimental research (e.g. Shapin and 
Schaffer, 1989).

Essentially, scientific papers evolved as a way of offering a vivid 
account of experimental performances to distant readers. Although 
these readers would never see the event themselves, the writer could 
use the text to create an audience which Shapin (1994) calls ‘virtual 
witnesses’. The reliability of these written accounts crucially depended 
on two things: (i) the ability to trust in the honesty and incorruptibility 
of the gentleman scholar within a culture of honour (Shapin, 1994); and 
(ii) the development of a rhetoric which gave detailed illustrations of 
experiments and carefully distinguished ‘matters of fact’ from specula-
tions. Credible knowledge thus emanated from credible persons, and 
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Robert Boyle was among the most influential of them in creating a sci-
entific rhetoric. His admonishments to avoid a florid style and display 
personal modesty continues to characterize scientific discourse to this 
day, but equally important was a probabilistic stance towards natural 
causes, thus establishing the basis of the experimental programme. 
Only facts, as discovered rather than invented, could be spoken of 
assuredly, while opinions as to the causes behind them were to be 
hedged with utmost caution. Anything else was dogmatism and merely 
served to undermine both the empiricist model and good manners.

The development of scientific discourse from the 1660s to the 
present has been traced by Valle (1997) and Atkinson (1999) in analyses 
of papers in The Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of 
London. These analyses show how linguistic practices, particularly 
those relating to the presentation of experiments, were gradually refined 
as audiences became increasingly professional, critical and research-
motivated. A network of scientists slowly evolved which required 
institutionalized standards of public argument, and this moved research 
writing away from scientific reports characterized by narrative struc-
ture, personal involvement and author-centred norms of genteel 
conduct, towards a reporting format with greater emphasis on method-
ology and experimental description. 

The past century has seen further changes, with the de-emphasizing 
of methods and the substantial expansion of theoretical discussions 
(Atkinson, 1999; Bazerman, 1988); changes which have probably come 
about because of the standardization of experimental procedures and 
the greater need to contextualize work in discipline-recognized prob-
lems. Theory and references have increased, with citations now spread 
throughout the paper as ‘common theory has become an extremely 
strong force in structuring articles and binding articles to each other’ 
(Bazerman, 1988: 157). Visuals have been given greater prominence 
and have been increasingly integrated into arguments, multiple author-
ship has increased massively, syntax has become simpler, and sections 
have become more clearly marked both typographically and stylisti-
cally. Titles, abstracts, sub-heads and graphics have developed to 
foreground novelty and significance in order to accommodate the scan-
ning reading patterns of information-saturated readers searching rapidly 
for relevance and novelty (Berkenkotter and Huckin, 1995).

The changes noted in these studies demonstrate that the research 
article is a dynamic textual product strongly responsive to changing 
disciplinary norms and practices. The sociohistorical literature reminds 
us that the means by which arguments are presented, procedures enu-
merated, literature cited, readers engaged and data discussed can only 
be seen as persuasive against a broader social canvas. The changing 
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conditions of research, the development of a scientific community, and 
the creation of ways of talking about nature and gaining assent for 
knowledge helped to shape the language of scientific presentation we 
see today. 

iii. Ethnographic approaches 

Ethnography is an interpretive and qualitative approach to research 
based on the study of behaviour in naturally occurring settings. Origi-
nating in anthropology and sociology, it sets out to give a participant, or 
insider, oriented description of individuals’ practices by gathering nat-
urally occurring data under normal conditions from numerous sources, 
typically over a period of time (Ramanathan and Atkinson, 1999). While 
acknowledging that language is always an important part of such set-
tings, ethnographic studies take a wider view to consider the physical 
and experiential contexts in which language is used. This perspective 
therefore gives greater emphasis to what people do, locating acts of 
communication in the behaviour of groups and employing methods 
which are interpretive, contextualized and respectful of participants’ 
views.

Ethnographic methods are based on ‘watching and asking’ and so 
include participant and non-participant observation, in-depth inter-
views, surveys, focus group discussions, diaries and biographical 
histories. While something of an uncertain and contested term, ethno-
graphic research generally requires analysts to use a variety of methods 
and data sources, to engage in research for long periods of time, and to 
recycle the results through participant verification and ‘member check-
ing’. While criticized by researchers from more positivist traditions for 
a perceived lack of rigour, imprecision and subjectivity, ethnography 
claims to offer a richer, first-hand interpretation based on interaction 
with a local context. For analysts of academic discourse it suggests 
methods for studying texts in ways which are ‘situated’, offering an 
alternative perspective to those discussed in the sections above. Ethno-
graphic methods have been widely used in educational research and in 
the area of discourse studies have largely been used to inform studies 
of student writing. 

One example is Prior’s (1998) study of the contexts and processes of 
graduate student writing at a US university. Drawing on transcripts 
of seminar discussions, student texts, observations of institutional con-
texts, tutor feedback and interviews with students and tutors, Prior 
provides an in-depth account of the ways students in four fields negoti-
ated their writing tasks and so became socialized into their disciplinary 
communities. The interplay of these different types of data and various 



Approaches

37

theories of writing allows us to see how the multiple influences of aca-
demic practices, peers, mentors and students’ own personal experiences 
and changing goals all contributed to their writing and to the process of 
becoming academic writers. Writing is therefore seen as mediated by 
other people and things, by classroom tasks and speech genres, by 
different discourses and disciplinary practices. But as Prior discovered, 
this training of graduate students is not the induction of individuals 
into clearly defined disciplines each with its own neatly configured 
idea and practices, as is often supposed. Instead it is the complex pro-
duction of persons whereby ‘an ambiguous cast of relative newcomers 
and relative old-timers (re)produce themselves, their practices and 
their communities’ (Prior, 1998: xii). 

While Prior is able to offer a detailed and ‘thick’ description (Geertz, 
1973) of this context to develop an explanatory framework of these 
students’ writing experiences, the generalizability of such accounts is 
often questioned. Hammersley (2001), however, argues that all general-
izations are a matter of degree, especially in social research where there 
are always a multiplicity of interacting variables, and that ‘fuzzy gener-
alizations’ can provide valuable descriptions of a situation. Such 
research can also generate what Glaser and Strauss (1967) call grounded 
theory, where categories generated in the early stages of analysis are 
developed with multiple methods to provide frameworks which may 
have explanatory relevance beyond the specific local situation 
investigated. 

In this way, Ivanic’s (1998) study of the tensions experienced by 
mature students in coping with the literacy demands of a UK university 
helped illuminate Lillis’ (2001) qualitative research into the experi-
ences of another group of student writers. Detailed investigation of 
students’ accounts of their literacy histories, discussions about univer-
sity essay writing, and analyses of their essays informed both studies 
and helped to show how students’ values and beliefs shaped their 
approaches to writing assignments. Ethnographic studies have also 
been of a larger scale. The ‘Framing student literacy’ project, for 
instance, analysed a sizable corpus of student assignments and tutor 
feedback together with accounts from interviews and focus group dis-
cussions with tutors and students in various disciplines in four 
Australian universities (Candlin and Plum, 1998). Analyses of these 
diverse data sources not only revealed disciplinary differences in liter-
acy practices but provided insights into how Higher Education requires 
competency in an institutional form of literacy which is neither agreed 
nor shared by all students and staff.

Ethnographic-oriented studies have also explored the literate 
cultures of academics themselves. Perhaps the best known of these 
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is Swales’ (1998) ‘textography’ of his building at the University of 
Michigan. Swales makes greater use of analyses of texts and systems of 
texts in his approach than many ethnographies, combining discourse 
analyses with extensive observations and interviews. Together these 
methods provide a richly detailed picture of the professional lives, 
commitments and projects of individuals in three diverse academic 
cultures working in the building: the computer centre, the Herbarium 
and the university English Language Centre. The study brilliantly cap-
tures the different practices, genres and cultures of these disciplines 
and reveals the intriguing complexity which distinguishes academic 
activity. Through a variety of qualitative methods we get a sense of the 
individual voices and the kinds of insights which close observation 
and detailed analysis can reveal.

2.4 Critical approaches
The final orientation to discourse analysis I want to mention here does 
not fit neatly onto my text-to-context cline, nor does it necessarily com-
prise a particular theory or set of methods for analysing data. In fact, it 
extends the cline and bends it round into a loop, reminding us that the 
ultimate instance of discourse is not the text but the socially positioned 
reading it affords: how texts can be read in different ways depending on 
the subjectivity of readers. Critical approaches are better characterized 
as an attitude to discourse: a way of approaching and thinking about 
texts. In this sense, Discourse Analysis is neither a qualitative nor a 
quantitative research method, but a manner of questioning the basic 
assumptions of these methods. It shares with other forms of discourse 
analysis an interest in the ways texts are contextually situated, but it 
stresses that the most important dimension of social context is the rela-
tions of power that exist in it and the ideologies that maintain these 
relations. There are a number of critical perspectives, but the most rele-
vant to the study of academic discourse are those of Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) and Academic literacies. 

i. Critical discourse analysis

Critical discourse analysis views ‘language as a form of social practice’ 
(Fairclough, 1989: 20) and attempts ‘to unpack the ideological under-
pinnings of discourse that have become so naturalized over time that 
we begin to treat them as common, acceptable and natural features of 
discourse’ (Teo, 2000). CDA therefore links language to the activities 
which surround it, focusing on how social relations, identity, knowl-
edge and power are constructed through written and spoken texts in 
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communities, schools and classrooms. Discourse is thus a mediator of 
social life: simultaneously both constructing social and political reality 
and conditioned by it.

Because of its diverse theoretical concepts and methods, Blommaert 
(2005) rightly cautions against identifying CDA too clearly as a uniform 
‘school’, but it does provide a label for those adopting a critical stance 
in accounts of texts. A central aspect of critical views is that the inter-
ests, values and power relations in any institutional and sociohistorical 
context are found in the typical ways that people use language. As one 
of its leading figures observes: 

By ‘critical’ discourse analysis I mean analysis which aims to sys-
tematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and 
determination between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, 
and (b) wider social and cultural structures, relations and processes; 
to investigate how such practices, events and texts arise out of and 
are ideologically shaped by relations of power and struggles over 
power; and to explore how the opacity of these relationships 
between discourse and society is itself a factor securing power and 
hegemony.

(Fairclough, 1992: 135)

This overtly political agenda therefore distinguishes CDA from other 
kinds of discourse analysis.

In terms of theoretical background, it is possible to trace links from 
CDA to French post-structuralist theory, which emphasizes the central-
ity of language and discourse. According to Foucault and Derrida, for 
example, discourses are not transparent or impartial means for describ-
ing or analysing the social and natural worlds but work to construct, 
regulate and control knowledge, social relations and institutions. Every-
thing that exists is expressed in discourse, including scholarship and 
knowledge. CDA also draws on Bourdieu’s argument that textual prac-
tices become ‘embodied’ forms of ‘cultural capital’ with different 
exchange values in particular social fields. Particular literacy practices 
and discourses possess authority because they represent the currently 
dominant ideological ways of depicting relationships and realities. Dis-
courses that have symbolic value in an institution are ideologically 
shaped by its dominant groups and access to these valued discourses, 
and rights to use them, are unequally distributed. Educational insti-
tutions can therefore be seen as sites constructed by and through 
discourses and expressed in texts such as policy statements, curricu-
lum documents, textbooks, student writings and lectures. 

To analyse the ‘symbolic power’ of such texts CDA emphasizes inter-
textuality (the ‘quotation’ of one text by another), interdiscursivity 
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(the use of generic conventions, register and style across texts), and 
recontextualization (how elements associated with particular dis-
courses colonize new contexts). While CDA does not subscribe to any 
single method, Fairclough (1992, 2003) and Wodak (1989) draw on Sys-
temic Functional Linguistics (SFL) (Halliday, 1994) to analyse concrete 
instances of discourse. In this model, language is seen as systems 
of linguistic features offering choices to users, but these choices are 
considerably circumscribed in situations of unequal power. Young and 
Harrison (2004) claim that SFL and CDA share three main features:

1.  A view of language as a social construct, or how society fash-
ions language.

2.  A dialectical view in which ‘particular discursive events influ-
ence the contexts in which they occur and the contexts are, in 
turn, influenced by these discursive events’ (ibid. p. 1).

3.  A view which emphasizes cultural and historical aspects of 
meaning. 

SFL thus offers CDA a sophisticated way of analysing the relations 
between language and social contexts, making it possible to ground 
concerns of power and ideology in the details of discourse.

To examine actual instances of texts, CDA typically looks at features 
such as:

Vocabulary – particularly how metaphor and connotative 
meanings encode ideologies. 
Transitivity – how participants, processes and circumstances 
are represented in a clause which can show, for instance, who 
is presented as having agency and who is acted upon.
Nominalization and passivization – how processes and actors 
can be repackaged as nouns or otherwise obscured.
Mood and modality – which help reveal interpersonal relation-
ships such as discourse roles, attitudes, commitments and 
obligations.
Theme – how the first element of a clause can be used to fore-
ground particular aspects of information or presuppose 
reader/hearer beliefs.
Text structure – how text episodes are marked or the turn-
taking system employed.
Intertextuality and interdiscursivity – the effects of other 
texts and styles or registers on texts – leading to hybridization, 
such as where commercial discourses colonize those in other 
spheres.
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These textual devices reveal a considerable ideological richness in both 
spoken and written texts.

Research has largely addressed mass media and public discourses, 
dealing with issues such as racism, gender, and class. Studies in schools 
have pointed to the fact that classroom talk is a primary medium 
through which teachers and students construct ‘readings’ of textbooks, 
creating authoritative interpretations and shaping what will count as 
knowledge, legitimate social relations and textual practices. CDA has 
also looked at representation in language through the concept of com-
modification, or the creeping expansion of marketing discourses into 
other domains. An example of this is how universities construct them-
selves discoursally as corporate bodies selling educational products in 
response to the shift to a market-driven model of Higher Education 
(Fairclough, 1995). University prospectuses, brochures, handbooks, job 
advertisements and programme materials all reflect the fact that the 
abolition of grants and the introduction of fees have created markets 
where students are clients in a marketplace of competing institutions. 

My own university’s homepage, for example (Figure 2.2), constructs 
the institution as an attractive product through a range of positive asso-
ciations (age, excellence, diversity, etc), a personalized corporate 

Institute of Education
University of London

Founded in 1902, the Institute

of Education is a world class

centre of excellence for

research, teacher training,

higher degrees and

consultancy in education and

education-related areas of

social science. Our staff of 

pre-eminent scholars and

talented students from all

walks of life make up an

intellectually rich and diverse

learning community.

Figure 2.2 Institute of education homepage



Academic Discourse

42

identity (our staff and students, learning community), and a collage of 
images which link the professional, academic, social and corporate 
features of the institution.

On a more critical note, CDA has been criticized for cherry-picking 
both texts and particular features of texts to confirm the analyst’s preju-
dices while reducing pragmatics to semantics in assuming just one 
possible reading of the text – that provided by the analyst (Widdowson, 
2000b). There is a strong tendency in this work to assume certain pat-
terns of power relations as relevant context without pinpointing their 
realization in text features, and often there is a failure to go beyond the 
analyst’s interpretations to consult participants’ understandings. This 
privileging of the analyst’s viewpoint is, as Blommaert (2005) notes, 
often further reinforced by appeal to an explanatory level of social the-
ory which lies above any analysis of the text itself. This effectively 
closes all dialogue with the reader and makes interpretation a black box 
rather than a product of textual analysis. The plausibility of any inter-
pretation of a text ultimately depends on our willingness to accept it, of 
course, but this is not greatly enhanced by CDA’s consistent failure to 
establish the intentions and interpretations of participants themselves. 

But while CDA has generally remained uncritical of its methods, it 
has encouraged a broader contextual analysis in discourse analysis and 
encouraged the search for hidden text motivations. It has also under-
lined a rethinking of pedagogical practices and outcomes, encouraging 
teachers to assist students to an awareness of how writing practices are 
grounded in social structures by exposing the ideological assumptions 
of the prestige discourses that they seek to acquire. This agenda works 
to shift curriculum development and instruction away from producing 
workplace and civic competencies towards critical analyses of text-
based cultures and economies.

ii. Academic literacies

An academic literacies perspective implies a different understanding 
of ‘critical’ to that advanced by CDA and emerges from very different 
theoretical premises and practical concerns. It is, in fact, not strictly an 
approach to discourse at all. It is a way of conceptualizing and influ-
encing teaching and learning by radically rethinking literacy to take 
account of the cultural and contextual components of reading and 
writing. Like CDA, the academic literacies’ view frames language as 
discourse practices, the ways in which language is used in particular 
contexts, rather than as a set of discrete skills. In so doing it re-establishes 
the intrinsic relationship between knowledge, writing and identity 
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(Ivanic 1998, Lillis 2001) and raises issues of relevance and legitimacy 
in relation to writing practices. 

The academic literacies’ perspective takes a ‘New Literacies’ posi-
tion which rejects

the ways language is treated as though it were a thing, distanced 
from both teacher and learner and imposing on them external rules 
and requirements as though they were but passive recipients. 

(Street, 1995: 114) 

Instead, literacy is something we do. Street characterizes literacy as 
a verb, an activity ‘located in the interactions between people’ (Barton 
and Hamilton, 1998: 3). Because literacy is integral to its contexts, it is 
easier to recognize the disciplinary heterogeneity which characterizes 
the modern university. From the student point of view, a dominant fea-
ture of academic literacy is the requirement to switch practices between 
one setting and another, to control a range of genres appropriate to each 
setting, and to handle the meanings and identities that each evokes. 
Such experiences underline for students that writing and reading are 
not homogeneous skills which they can take with them as they move 
across different courses and assignments.

One problem for participants is that while achievement is assessed 
by various institutionalized forms of writing, what it means to write in 
this way is rarely made explicit to students. A failure to recognize that 
discourse conventions are embedded in the epistemological and social 
practices of the disciplines means that writing is a black box to stu-
dents, particularly as lecturers themselves have difficulty in explaining 
what they mean (Lea and Street, 2000).

The academic literacies approach recognizes that the difficulties stu-
dents often experience with academic writing are not due to technical 
aspects of grammar and organization, but the ways that different strands 
of their learning interact with each other and with their previous expe-
riences. Entering the academy means making a ‘cultural shift’ in order 
to take on identities as members of those communities. Gee stresses the 
importance of this shift:

[S]omeone cannot engage in a discourse in a less than fluent man-
ner. You are either in it or you’re not. Discourses are connected with 
displays of identity – failing to display an identity fully is tanta-
mount to announcing you do not have that identity – at best you are 
a pretender or a beginner.

(1996: 155)

Academic success means representing yourself in a way valued by your 
discipline, adopting the values, beliefs and identities which academic 
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discourses embody. As a result, students often feel uncomfortable with 
the ‘me’ they portray in their academic writing, finding a conflict 
between the identities required to write successfully and those they 
bring with them.

A central issue here is that writing tends to be viewed as simply 
the medium through which students present what they have learned 
without consideration of its deeper cultural and epistemological under-
pinnings. This separates writing from ways of knowing and the 
institution’s processes and discourses from students’ individual histo-
ries. Herein lies the critical dimension of this approach:

The level at which we should be rethinking higher education and 
its writing practices should not simply be that of skills and effec-
tiveness but rather of epistemology – what counts as knowledge 
and who has authority over it; of identity – what the relation is 
between forms of writing and the constitution of self and agency; 
and of power – how partial and ideological positions and claims are 
presented as neutral and as given through the writing requirements 
and processes of feedback and assessment that make up academic 
activity.

(Jones et al., 1999: xvi)

The academic literacy position therefore encourages us to see that 
writing must be understood as the crucial process by which students 
make sense not only of the subject knowledge they encounter through 
their studies, but also how they can make it mean something for them-
selves. The varied discourses and expectations of the academy therefore 
necessitate negotiation between students and teachers rather than 
accommodation to foreign, and complexly diverse, discourses and 
literacy conventions. 

2.5 Conclusions
This overview of approaches is, I admit, rather brief and inconclusive. 
Instead of offering a clear way forward to those wishing to adopt a 
‘best method’ for understanding academic discourse, it seems to raise 
yet more questions. How much context, whether historical, social, dis-
coursal or material, do we need in order to gain insights into academic 
discourses? Is there a single ‘best approach’ to the study of all academic 
discourse? How do various textual discourses interact with each other 
in real contexts of use? How do we resist dominant ideological posi-
tions in understanding academic discourses? What kinds of approaches 
and descriptions are most helpful for pedagogy? 

Perhaps the main conclusion to be drawn from all this is that there 
are various ways of understanding discourse and different approaches 
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to its study. I hope it is clear, however, that there is no single, uniquely 
right way of analysing academic discourse. On one hand, different 
approaches, concepts and terminologies obviously connect to particu-
lar theoretical orientations and research groups. But while these may be 
championed as defining the work of such groups or expressing their 
identity, there may be more overlapping, more opportunities for bor-
rowing, and even more prospect of mixing and matching, than we might 
initially suppose. On the other hand, different approaches address dif-
ferent questions and fit different issues better than others. No single 
theory or set of research tools is going to offer the best understanding of 
discourse in all possible situations, so our interests, needs and specific 
local objectives will influence the ways we approach discourse and the 
questions we have about it. 

We need, in other words, to make choices in analysing discourse and 
to draw on the most appropriate methods. This does not mean, how-
ever, a marketplace of free options. Any method comes with a theory 
attached to it, however implicit, and will make certain assumptions 
about what language is and how people use it. No approach to aca-
demic discourse can be divorced from our understandings of either the 
academy or discourse because we select our methods and conceptual 
tools thorough the filter of what questions we think are important to ask 
and where we feel we are most likely to find answers. Methods do not, 
however, exist in some fixed and isolated world, and researchers often 
adopt them to their own purposes to some extent, taking what they 
need to fit their goals and understandings. For this reason we should 
not oppose labels like ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ or ‘genre’ and 
‘ethnographic’ but must look for ways that offer evidence for a theory of 
academic discourse which explains how language works in university 
contexts.
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Until fairly recently research into academic discourse mainly con-
cerned itself with describing general contexts of academic life and 
broad features of the register, exploring academic discourse rather than 
discourses. Scientific writing was taken to be the prototype of such 
discourse and its ability to represent meanings with little reference to 
people seen as a model of more general principles of academic commu-
nication. Influenced by a growing acceptance of social construction 
and more detailed descriptions of textual practices, however, a more 
sophisticated appreciation of language variation has emerged over the 
last decade or so. With doubt cast on the idea that knowledge claims are 
decided by appeal to self-evident truths or faultless logic, the decision-
making of disciplinary groups has been elevated to greater importance. 
This, then, turns our attention to the concept of community and what it 
might contribute to our understanding of academic discourse.

3.1 The idea of ‘discourse community’
As I discussed in Chapter 1, successful academic discourse depends on 
the individual’s projection of a shared professional context. Academic 
discourses are not, in other words, just regularities of a peculiar kind 
of formal style or the result of some mental processes of representing 
meaning. Instead they evoke a social milieu, where the writer activates 
specific recognizable and routine responses to recurring tasks. Texts 
are constructed in terms of how their authors understand reality. These 
understandings are, in turn, influenced by their membership of social 
groups which have objectified in language certain ways of experiencing 
and talking about phenomena. Academic discourse is therefore a reser-
voir of meanings that give identity to a culture. Assumptions about 
what can be known, how it can be known, and how certainly it can be 
known all help shape discourse practices, but while the notion of 
community has informed a great deal of work into academic discourse, 
it is by no means a settled and accepted concept, as I discuss in this 
section.

3 Academic communities
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i. Basis of the concept

As early as the mid-1960s Del Hymes (1966) cautioned against relying 
on abstract rules of communication and encouraged us to focus instead 
on understanding the cultural assumptions and practices of social 
groups. More recently, this sensitivity to a community-oriented view of 
literacy has emerged through ideas such as communicative competence 
in applied linguistics, situated learning in education and social con-
structivism in the social sciences. In particular it follows Faigley’s 
(1986: 535) claim that writing ‘can be understood only from the per-
spective of a society rather than a single individual’ and Geertz’s (1973) 
view that knowledge and writing depend on the actions of members of 
local communities. 

The concept of community draws attention to the idea that we do not 
use language to communicate with the world at large, but with other 
members of our social groups, each with its own norms, categoriza-
tions, sets of conventions and ways of doing things (Bartholomae, 1986). 
The value of the term lies in the fact that it offers a way of bringing 
writers, readers and texts together into a common rhetorical space, fore-
grounding the conceptual frames that individuals use to organize their 
experience and get things done using language. It is therefore the basis 
of communication for without such schema we would not be able to 
effectively interpret each others’ discourses. 

Theoretically, the concept is informed by Bakhtin’s (1981) influen-
tial notion of dialogism which stresses that all communication, whether 
written or spoken, reveals the influence of, refers to, or takes up, what 
has been said or written before while at the same time anticipates the 
potential or actual responses of others. He points out that all utterances 
exist ‘against a backdrop of other concrete utterances on the same 
theme, a background made up of contradictory opinions, points of view 
and value judgements (Bakhtin, 1981: 281). As we noted in the last 
chapter, in engaging with others we enter into a community of shared 
belief or value concerning what is interesting or worth discussing and 
through our language choices we align ourselves with, challenge, or 
extend what has been said before. The notion of community therefore 
seeks to offer a framework within which these actions occur and so 
characterize how speakers position themselves with and understand 
others. It is a means of accounting for how communication succeeds.

So, in pursuing their personal and professional goals, academics 
attempt to embed their talk and writing in a particular social world 
which they reflect and conjure up through discourses which others 
expect and anticipate. The ways we communicate with each other, 
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exchange information, and work together will vary according to the 
groups we belong to, and such rhetorical practices also reflect wider, 
non-linguistic aspects of community. Specific linguistic realizations 
like the avoidance of personal pronouns and the embedding of research 
in previous literature, for example, index common ideologies such as 
‘objectivity’ and the view that knowledge emerges in a linear step-wise 
fashion in scientific practice. Community conventions are therefore 
also a means of fostering group mythologies, solidarity and social con-
trol, helping to ring-fence communities by identifying their users as 
insiders and excluding others.

This approach therefore asks us to accept a certain homogeneity in 
the practices of social groups. Each discipline might therefore be seen 
as an academic tribe (Belcher and Trowler, 2001) with its particular 
norms and practices which comprise separate cultures. Within each 
culture students and academics gradually acquire specialized discourse 
competencies that allow them to participate as group members. Wells 
sets these out as:

Each subject discipline constitutes a way of making sense of human 
experience that has evolved over generations and each is depend-
ent on its own particular practices: its instrumental procedures, its 
criteria for judging relevance and validity, and its conventions of 
acceptable forms of argument. In a word each has developed its 
own modes of discourse. To work in a discipline, therefore, it is 
necessary to be able to engage in these practices and, in particular, 
to participate in the discourses of that community.

(1992: 290)

Essentially, the idea of community draws together a number of key 
aspects of context that are crucial to how spoken and written discourse 
is produced and understood. Cutting (2002: 3) describes these as:

the situational context: what people ‘know about what they 
can see around them’; 
the background knowledge context : what people know about 
the world, what they know about aspects of life and what they 
know about each other; 
the co-textual context : what people ‘know about what they 
have been saying’.

Community thus provides a principled way of understanding how 
meaning is produced in interaction and so is useful in identifying how 
we communicate in a way that others can see as ‘doing biology’ or 
‘doing sociology’. In the academic world, these community conven-
tions both restrict how something can be said and authorize the writer 
as someone competent to say it. 
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ii. Conceptions of community

But while the notion of community occurs frequently in the study of 
discourse, it lends itself to many different readings. Swales (1990), for 
instance, sets out criteria which see communities as groups which use 
language to achieve collective goals or purposes, while other writers 
have suggested a weaker connection, arguing that common interests, 
rather than shared goals, are essential (Johns, 1997). Barton, on the 
other hand offers us a much looser association of individuals engaged 
in either the reception or production of texts, or both:

A discourse community is a group of people who have texts and 
practices in common, whether it is a group of academics, or the 
readers of teenage magazines. In fact, discourse community can 
refer to the people the text is aimed at; it can be the people who 
read a text; or it can refer to the people who participate in a set of 
discourse practices both by reading and writing.

(1994: 57)

It is not surprising then that, as Bazerman (1994: 128) observes, ‘most 
definitions of discourse community get ragged around the edges rap-
idly’. To avoid a lengthy citation list, we might instead, with Kent 
(1991), see these definitions as spreading across a spectrum from thick 
to thin formulations: 

On one end of the spectrum are thick formulations that depict a com-
munity as a determinate and codifiable social entity, and on the other 
end are thin formulations that depict a community as a relatively 
indeterminate and uncodifiable sedimentation of beliefs and desires.

(1991: 425)

In other words, it is possible to see communities as real, relatively 
stable groups whose members subscribe, at least to some extent, to a 
consensus on certain ways of doing things and using language. On the 
other hand, community can be regarded as a more metaphorical term 
for collecting together certain practices and attitudes. 

Perhaps the best known attempts to pin down the concept of dis-
course community is that of Swales (1990 and 1998) who emphasizes 
its heterogeneous, socio-rhetorical nature, focusing on collectivities 
which share occupational or recreational goals and interests and which 
employ particular genres to do so. This is a very different notion to that 
of speech community found in the sociolinguistic literature as it gives 
less emphasize to geographic proximity and attends to what people do 
rather than what they are. Swales puts it like this:

In-group abbreviations, acronyms, argots, and other special terms 
flourish and multiply; beyond that, these discourse communities 
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evolve their own conventions and traditions for such diverse verbal 
activities as running meetings, producing reports, and publicizing 
their activities. These recurrent classes of communicative events 
are the genres that orchestrate verbal life. These genres link the past 
and the present, and so balance forces for tradition and innovation. 
They structure the roles of individuals within wider frameworks, 
and further assist those individuals with the actualization of their 
communicative plans and purposes.

(1998: 20)

While Swales goes on to acknowledge that matters may be a little 
more complex than this, the notion of discourse community does have 
significant explanatory potential, allowing us to locate individuals in 
particular social contexts and to identify how their rhetorical strategies 
are dependent on the purposes, setting and audience of a discourse 
(e.g. Bruffee, 1986). Bizzell (1982: 217), for example, has discussed 
communities in terms of ‘traditional, shared ways of understanding 
experience’ including shared patterns of interaction, and Doheny-
Farina (1992) refers to the ‘rhetorical conventions and stylistic practices 
that are tacit and routine for the members’ (p. 296). Communities are 
therefore constraining systems which focus on both texts and surround-
ing activities and which affect the manner and meaning of any message 
delivered within it.  

iii. The local and the global

One difficulty with the term has been reconciling what might be seen 
as the local and the global. This refers to how the idea of large, amor-
phous and dispersed groups of like-minded individuals defined by 
common bonds of discourse practices and conventions can be squared 
with groups who typically work together and subscribe to common 
practices of work and patterns of communication. How, in other words, 
do we concretize the ghostly ‘invisible colleges’ that focus on fairly 
specialized textually encoded knowledge and span the globe through 
webs of journals, symposia, informal contacts and pre-print circula-
tions? When we do turn to local systems, how do we define membership 
and draw boundaries? Do we look for communities in universities, 
departments, classrooms or all of these? 

Gee (2004) responds by arguing that we can avoid most of these dif-
ficulties by focusing on ‘affinity spaces’ rather than communities, 
beginning with the places (whether physical or virtual) where people 
interact through shared practices in a common endeavour. Porter’s 
(1992) solution is to see local manifestations of wider communities in 
its forums or approved channels of discourse such as publications, 
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meetings and conferences. This view cuts across social and institu-
tional boundaries to emphasize local discourses which carry traces of 
the community’s orientations, methodologies and practices. 

Killingsworth and Gilbertson (1992) see a similar connection here, 
and distinguish local groups of speakers and writers who habitually 
interact in departments, research units, or labs, and global communi-
ties ‘defined exclusively by a commitment to particular kinds of action 
and discourse’ (p. 162) irrespective of where they work. This seems to 
capture neatly the often fraught tension in academic communities 
between local working practices, comprising the pressures of teach-
ing, supervision, research and administrative practices, with the wider 
pressures of publishing, networking and conference attendance. 
Killingsworth and Gilbertson themselves comment on the conflicts 
often produced by participating in these different dimensions of com-
munity, arguing that ‘global communities’ now dominate the lives 
and activities of Western academics. Killingsworth and Gilbertson 
(1992: 169) believe that ‘membership in global communities tends to be 
regulated exclusively by discourse-governed criteria (writing style, 
publication in certain journals, presentations at national conventions, 
professional correspondence, and so forth)’. Local communities, how-
ever, have largely been characterized in terms of shared practices, 
or the engagement of individuals around some project which fosters 
particular beliefs, ways of talking and power relations. 

Attention to local communities shifts the focus from either language 
or social structure to the situated practices of individuals acting in 
communities strongly shaped by a collective history of pursuing par-
ticular goals within particular forms of social interaction. Swales (1998) 
endorses a similar view in his idea of Place Discourse Communities, 
drawing attention to groups who regularly work together and have a 
sense of their common roles, purposes, discourses and history. But 
this is not to say that all our endeavours in various groups constitute 
participation in discourse communities. Clearly we are all members of 
numerous temporary collectives such as student study groups or pro-
motion committees, but not all demand equal degrees of commitment 
and not all impact on our self-perceptions and ways of being in the 
world. Professional and occupational communities are far more likely 
to both absorb our time and attention and help define our sense of self 
than many other, perhaps more temporary, engagements. 

Whether we choose to focus on local or more general communities, 
the concept moves us from a concern with the abstract logicality and 
lofty ideas expressed in academic discourses to worlds of concrete 
practices and social beliefs. It takes us closer towards an explanation 
of how writers and readers make sense to each other in shorthand 
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(and often seemingly obscure and tortuous) ways; it suggests how com-
munication often seems more awkward with members of other groups 
and relatively effortless among those we know; it shows how heteroge-
neous classes of undergraduates might come to form a successful unit; 
how conflicts arise and are resolved (or not); how newcomers may be 
initiated and apprenticed into full membership; and how the discourses 
of different disciplines may be distinguished and understood. It short, 
the notion of community puts individual’s decision-making and engage-
ment at centre-stage and underlines the fact that academic discourse 
involves language users in constructing and displaying their roles and 
identities as members of social groups.

3.2 Critiques and responses
Despite these positives, the concept of community has not found uni-
versal favour. Harris (1989), for example, argues that we should restrict 
the term to specific local groups, and labels other uses as ‘discursive 
utopias’ which fail to state either their rules or boundaries. We just 
don’t know how to identify them or get any sense of where they begin 
or end and this means the idea reduces to a nebulous assortment of 
conventions. Canagarajah (2002), Pennycook (1994) and Prior (1998), 
among others, more pointedly view the term as altogether too structur-
alist, static and deterministic, giving too much emphasis to a stable 
underlying core of shared values which removes discourse from the 
actual situations where individuals make meanings. Nor is it readily 
apparent how communities come into being or how they develop and 
change; the ways they shed redundant genres and practices to take up 
new ones; and how they replace established members with young blood. 
Such criticisms alert us to the dangers of viewing communities as stable, 
rule-conforming groups which adhere to a collection of values and 
uphold a consensus concerning ways of doing and communicating. 

i. Conformity and power

The attractiveness of the concept is, to a large extent, its power to 
explain conformity and diversity in social and discourse practices, but 
critics point out that this often means stressing sameness and model-
ling compliance. An emphasis on conformity therefore both ignores the 
extent of diversity within communities and can prevent critical inquiry 
into the power relations which support it, failing to unpack whose lan-
guage is being shared and what functions this serves. Such questions 
raise issues of power and identity which are often glossed over in dis-
cussions of discourse communities. We need then, to understand the 
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language using habits of any community as part of a larger pattern of 
interaction with both other members and the world itself. 

Within the group, such conventions are ideologically shaped by 
those who exercise authority, the powerbrokers and gatekeepers of the 
field, and serve particular interests within the discipline. Discourses 
therefore not only negotiate community knowledge and credibility, but 
help produce and sustain status relationships, exercise exclusivity and 
reproduce interests which lead to an unequal distribution of influence 
and resources within communities. Particular literacy practices, dis-
courses, and genres are underpinned by dominant ideological positions 
and carry the interests and beliefs of the powerful. This raises issues of 
heresy, of controlling topics of discourse, of defining who might speak 
with credibility and of establishing who has public authority (Foucault, 
1972). Hierarchical relationships within disciplines are then, at least in 
part, a consequence of the ability to effectively manipulate, exploit and 
perhaps innovate its generic and rhetorical conventions and as a result 
academic disciplines are highly stratified.

Turning to interactions with those outside the group, Bourdieu’s 
(1991) notion of symbolic capital I mentioned earlier draws attention to 
the value attached to particular forms of discourse in social and eco-
nomic life. The expert use of specialist language defines someone as 
belonging to an exclusive group which in turn both helps form the indi-
vidual’s identity and excludes others who do not have the same 
experience and training. This means that our discourses are integrated 
into wider aspects of our lives, social identities and life-styles, and 
these are, again, socially evaluated according to the symbolic value 
attached to them. Power is exercised by restricting access to different 
discourses and, because a discipline’s discoursal resources are not ordi-
narily available to outsiders, this increases the social distance between 
members and others. This is a process which clearly works against 
cooperation and integration and helps contribute to the relentless diver-
sification and specialization of academic niches.

Perhaps it is inevitable that the patterns of integration and member-
ship which accompany the development of groups leads to a division 
of insiders and outsiders. But there is nothing in the idea of a discourse 
community which excludes the possibility of differing ideological per-
spectives, competition or even conflict within them. Any conception of 
community needs to acknowledge the potentially tremendous diversity 
and variation which membership can imply. Our own experiences of 
belonging to communities tell us that they are not monolithic and uni-
tary but potentially disparate and divergent, composed of antagonistic 
groups and discourses, marginalized ideas, contested theories, periph-
eral contributors and occasional members. Individuals have diverse 
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experiences, backgrounds, expertise, commitments and influence. 
Empiricists contest the same ground with phenomenologists, cognitiv-
ists with behaviourists, existentialists with Freudians, and relativists 
with realists. Nobel Prize winners, influential gatekeepers and high-
profile proselytizers interact with and use the same texts and genres as 
student neophytes, research assistants and lab rats. They may, however, 
use them for different purposes, with different questions and with 
different degrees of engagement. 

In much the same way, participants are likely to subscribe to the var-
ious goals of the community to a different extent and emphasis, 
participate in its diverse activities in different ways, and identify them-
selves with its conventions, histories and values with different degrees 
of commitment. Communities are frequently pluralities of practices 
and beliefs which accommodate disagreement and allow sub-groups 
and individuals to innovate within the margins of its practices in ways 
that do not weaken its ability to engage in common actions. Norms help 
constitute the public worlds in which we operate, but to acknowledge 
their usefulness does not make us prisoners of them, it simply admits 
that discourse occurs in a social context and that it is easier to accom-
plish mutual understanding if we occasionally recognize them.

In sum, the concept of community helps account for what and how 
issues can be discussed and for the understandings which are the basis 
for cooperative action and knowledge-creation. It is not important that 
everyone agrees on everything, but that members are able to engage 
with each others ideas and analyses in agreed upon ways. Disciplines, 
then, are the contexts in which disagreement can be deliberated.

ii. Communities and identities

Current conceptions of identity see it as largely forged through dis-
course as we construct representations of ourselves in particular 
contexts and places. All of us may therefore have a number of identi-
ties, each of which is displayed at different times as we perform and 
enact a particular persona, establishing who we are in a given context. 
Almost everything we say or write, in fact, says something about us and 
the kind of relationship we want to establish with our interactants. As 
Bloemmaert (2005) observes, however, our identities are only success-
ful to the extent that they are recognized by others, and this means 
adopting, constructing and transforming recognizable discourses. It 
follows from this that, because communities privilege particular ways 
of making meanings, they encourage the performance of certain kinds 
of professional or student identities. This means that they restrict which 
rhetorical resources participants can bring from their past experiences 



Academic Communities

55

and influence what they might take from those made available by the 
context. 

One discourse is likely to be dominant in any context (Wertsch, 
1991) and hence more visible, so that writers consciously or uncon-
sciously take up the identity options this privileged discourse makes 
available. Adopting a voice associated with a particular field of study 
certainly involves us in aligning ourselves with its knowledge-making 
practices to some extent, but this doesn’t mean undergoing a complete 
identity transformation. There are always discoursal alternatives which 
allow us to represent ourselves in different ways (Ivanic, 1998). The 
fact is that we bring our experiences as members of multiple communi-
ties to how we understand our disciplinary participation and how we 
want to interact with our colleagues in performing an academic identity. 

Gender, social class, religion, race and geographical region are the 
most obvious of these experiences; but other communities like school, 
family and the workplace also shape our perceptions and understand-
ings. We might usefully look at gender as an example. Tse and Hyland 
(2006 and 2008), for example, found some evidence to support the view 
that male academics tend to adopt a more personal, assertive and argu-
mentative stance than females in a study of academic book reviews, but 
acknowledge that the picture is also more complex than this. Most 
importantly, their findings caution against seeing a one-to-one relation 
between either gender or discipline and language as this is likely to 
exaggerate difference, create a fixed notion of linguistic roles and ignore 
variations in the social, cultural and situational contexts in which 
language is used. 

Following Cameron (1992) we need to the acknowledge the cross-
cutting effects of participants’ relative power and status in any 
interaction, both written and spoken, while recognizing that writers 
can represent themselves in alignment, or dissonance, with particular 
discourses (Bakhtin, 1986). New theorizations of gender, for example, 
have raised alternative conceptions which suggest our identities are 
more multiple and fluid than we once supposed. Researchers have 
come to focus on ‘plurality and diversity amongst female and male lan-
guage users, and on gender as performativity – something that is done 
in context rather than a fixed attribute’ (Swann, 2002: 47). These ideas, 
based on social and linguistic construction, give more respect for indi-
vidual agency and introduce a notion of both gender and academic 
identity as constituted through the repeated performance of norms 
rather than as reflecting essentialized categories of discipline or 
gender. 

Some feminist writers, however, see academic writing itself as a gen-
dered discourse representing a male-dominated academic culture 
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where language encodes male values and which works to exclude 
female academics and their preferred forms of expression. Robson et al. 
(2002), for example, believe that assertive and conflictual expressions 
of argument may be a general feature of academic discourse, employed 
by both men and women. This ‘masculinist epistemology’ (Luke and 
Gore, 1992: 205) therefore privileges competition, agnosticism and 
rationality and enables only a limited range of identity options. It forces 
both male and female academics to adopt a masculine style of writing, 
or at least to present versions of themselves in their writing which cor-
respond to imposed gender identities.

Studies of gender-preferential language use have been inconclusive, 
however, and the view that the use of conventional academic interac-
tion patterns represents a conscious and unwelcome adoption of 
gender-specific cultural values and practices falls into the ‘essentializ-
ing’ trap I mentioned above. Quite clearly, a preoccupation with bi-polar 
conceptions of academic writing as either masculine or feminine tends 
towards a reification of gender difference which encourages us to see 
individual acts of self-representation as either socially determined or 
aberrant.

In sum, writers do not construct a self-representation from an infi-
nite range of possibilities, but neither is individual agency eliminated 
by the authority of teachers, editors, reviewers, examiners and other 
community gatekeepers. Because discourses are ‘ways of being in the 
world’ (Gee, 1999: 23), language choices are always made from cultur-
ally available resources and therefore involve interactions between the 
conventions of the literacy event, the ways that communities maintain 
their interests, and the values, beliefs and prior cultural experiences 
of the participants. We draw on a repertoire of voices and make judg-
ments about how far successful communication will involve juggling 
these voices, subordinating some and foregrounding others. In short, 
academic communities are human institutions where actions and under-
standings are influenced by the personal and biographical, as well as 
the institutional and sociocultural. They are sites where differences in 
worldview or language usage intersect as a result of the myriad back-
grounds and overlapping memberships of participants. 

iii. Momentum and change

In addition to questions of power and identity, another criticism often 
levelled at the idea of discourse community is that it neglects the inno-
vation and momentum that is possible in disciplines and fails to account 
for change. Atkinson (1999), for example, points out that Swales’ (1990) 
definitional criteria for discourse communities, which emphasize 



Academic Communities

57

common goals, communication practices, genres, lexis and expertise, 
refer only to established, mature communities. It is a model which 
neglects, in other words, how communities emerge and grow, the mech-
anisms by which members enter and leave and the ways they are 
inducted through socialization practices. Add to this the fact that aca-
demic discourse communities are organized around the production 
and legitimation of particular forms of knowledge and social practices 
rather than others, and we can begin to see why communities tend 
towards the kind of stability and conformity I discussed earlier. Con-
ventional and ideological forces can therefore work to limit our under-
standing of change.

The emphasis that is often given to the consensual, static aspects of 
discourse communities is perhaps a consequence of taking an exclu-
sively discoursal perspective at the expense of the wider interactions, 
activities and practices which sustain them. As we have seen, the 
discourse conventions which characterize the particular genres and 
argument forms of academic communities are an institutional response 
to recurring rhetorical situations. Common collocational patterns, 
generic structures and grammatical patterns offer community members 
a coordinated response to the negotiation of knowledge claims, facili-
tating smooth, shorthand ways of making sense of each others’ discourse. 
But we must also recognize that discourses change too, both histori-
cally and incrementally, as genres and the pool of meanings required 
and generated by a community develop. 

As I noted briefly in the last chapter, the carefully machined rhetori-
cal artefact of the research article is a relatively recent development and 
writers such as Atkinson (1999) and Valle (1997) have documented 
the considerable changes that have taken place in research writing. 
Atkinson (1999), for instance notes movement from a comparatively 
involved and personal discourse in published letters to a highly infor-
mational and nominal ‘object-centred’ style of writing in research 
articles. More immediately and routinely, academic communities are in 
a state of constant change driven by the pursuit of novelty and the con-
cern to be newsworthy. As Foucault (1981: 66) observes, ‘for there to be 
a discipline, there must be the possibility of formulating new proposi-
tions, ad infinitum’, while Kaufer and Geisler (1989: 286) refer to 
academic communities as ‘factories of novelty, encouraging members 
to plod towards their yearly quota of inspirational leaps’. Finally, where 
a community has arrived in its evolution provides the social context for 
the linguistic development of individual members, both newcomers 
and old hands, as they interact to learn and gradually change these dis-
courses. Writing, in other words, can be seen as a force for intellectual 
and personal change within relatively stable social communities. 
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Followers of Vygotsky have proposed an alternative way of under-
standing expert communities which seeks to avoid the idea of a shared 
core of rather abstract knowledge and language often assumed in the 
idea of community. Instead the concept of ‘communities of practice’ 
places emphasis on situated activity and ‘a set of relations among 
persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tan-
gential and overlapping communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 
1991: 98). Texts, then, are part of larger integrated webs of activity, par-
ticularly the processes by which novices are admitted and learn the 
ropes while old-timers are displaced and move on. 

Although something of an idealistic perspective, which leaves the 
notion of participation in such practices rather vague, it helps add a 
dimension of change often missing in discussions of community. The 
emphasis on the motivations for socialization and the apprenticeship 
practices by which members are inducted into given sociocultural 
groups helps to revitalize the notion of community and refocuses it as 
a collection of historically evolved and diverse activities. It also reminds 
us that individuals are members of multiple communities, not all of 
which will have consistent values, goals and patterns of activity. These 
differences may not mean much to every individual member, but they 
might lead to dissonance and fragmentation, precipitating change and 
adjustments in community practices.

3.3 In search of academic communities
Given the difficulties of conceptualizing and identifying communities, 
it is worth considering some collectivities of academic participation 
which help structure and are themselves structured by different dis-
courses. In this section I look briefly at disciplines, specialisms and 
domains as representing sites where we make sense of our experience 
that have evolved over time and which might fulfil the role of academic 
communities. The differences in addressing and reporting knowledge 
they adopt and their distinct methods of persuasion offer some under-
standing of academic discourse communities. 

i. Academic disciplines

Academic disciplines would seem to be good candidates as discourse 
communities. Discipline is a common enough label, used to describe 
and differentiate knowledge, institutional structures, researchers, and 
resources in the working world of scholarship. Students and academics 
appear to have little trouble in understanding what a discipline is, 
placing themselves in one and confidently identifying borderline cases. 
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Received wisdom also assumes a relatively unproblematic notion of 
academic disciplines. They are typically seen in terms of their objects 
of enquiry, so that intellectual criteria are generally employed and dis-
ciplines associated with areas of knowledge. Maths, chemistry, Italian 
and law seem, on the face of it, to be fairly clear examples of disciplines 
whereas urban studies, peace studies and parapsychology do not. 

In fact, it is possible to view disciplines in a range of different ways. 
They have been seen as institutional conveniences, networks of com-
munication, domains of values, and modes of enquiry. Kuhn (1977) 
identifies them according to whether they have clearly established 
paradigms or are at a looser, pre-paradigm stage; Donald (1990) draws 
on faculty perceptions and Kolb (1981) on learning style differences to 
provide categories which distinguished hard from soft and applied 
from pure knowledge fields; Storer and Parsons (1968) oppose analyti-
cal to synthetic fields; and Berliner (2003) distinguishes ‘hard’ and 
‘easy-to-do’ disciplines in terms of the ability to understand, predict 
and control the phenomena they study. 

However, the term discipline needs to be treated with caution as a 
gloss on the complexity of how research and teaching is socially orga-
nized and conducted. While it is convenient to represent disciplines as 
distinguishable and relatively stable, the boundaries of scholarship are 
progressively shifting and dissolving. There is considerable room for 
uncertainty, particularly as they are subject to historical and geographic 
variation. 

Research problems and investigations often fail to respect disciplin-
ary boundaries and the resulting interaction between domains encour-
ages constant change. New disciplines spring up at the intersections of 
existing ones and achieve international recognition (biochemistry, 
gerontology), while others decline and disappear (philology, astrology). 
Similarly, there are cultural and geographic variations among disci-
plines considered more globally, as the structure of a country’s educa-
tion system, level of economic development, or ideological traits 
account for further differences (Podgorecki, 1997). Under the challenge 
of post-modernism, which sees intellectual fragmentation and disci-
plinary collapse at every turn, and institutional changes such as the 
emergence of practice-based and modular degrees, the idea of disci-
pline is increasingly questioned (e.g. Gergen and Thatchenkery, 1996). 
It is, however, important to recognize that centripetal as well as centrif-
ugal forces are at work, with increased global information flows and 
resource networks counteracting the influence of nation-states and 
local cultural practices. 

Although disciplines are often associated with broad domains 
of knowledge, the extent to which these are blessed with the label of 



Academic Discourse

60

discipline, rather than, say, method or approach largely depends on 
institutional recognition. International currency is a key criterion, 
particularly the extent to which leading universities recognize the inde-
pendence of an area and give it the status of a department with 
professorial chairs, budgets, and degrees; whether a distinct interna-
tional community has appeared around it with the professional 
paraphernalia of conferences, learned societies, and specialist journals; 
and whether the wider international community generally perceives it 
to have academic credibility and intellectual substance. 

Clearly then, disciplines are not monolithic knowledge-generating 
institutions but contextually contingent, dependent on local struggles 
over resources, recognition and labelling, and these institutional strug-
gles ensure that boundaries are never stable or objects of study 
immutable. In fact, new fields emerge with surprising speed between 
and across disciplines in the modern university. Established disciplines 
such as biology, for example, seem to multiply rapidly, with bioinfor-
matics, biomechanics and biotechnology gaining disciplinary status 
in the last few years. In fact, it can be hard to see what is actually delim-
ited by a ‘discipline’ when comparing university structures. Instead 
of uniformity we find fluid and permeable entities impossible to pin 
down with precision. In other words, a discipline is as much deter-
mined by social power as epistemological categories and it might be 
prudent to distinguish between forms of knowledge and knowledge 
communities.

Discourse, however, can be a useful way of describing the literacies 
and practices of individual disciplines, providing insights into the 
ways academics understand their communities. Bazerman (1988), for 
example, reveals the different approaches to knowledge making in 
Watson and Crick’s seminal DNA paper compared with essays from the 
sociology of science and literary studies. He shows how disciplines 
mediate reality through the distinct ways that writers draw on disci-
plinary literature, code knowledge in accepted modes of argument, and 
represent themselves in their texts. More specifically, the ways writers 
mark topic-relevance in their abstracts or introductions helps to strongly 
signal community co-participation. Constant progress is a central part 
of scientific cultures, for example, and so scientists tend to stress the 
novelty of their work while engineers emphasize its utility, mainly to 
the industrial world which relies on it (Hyland, 2004b). 

ii. Specialist sub-fi elds

The fact that no single method of inquiry, definitive set of concepts, or 
agreed overarching theory uniquely characterizes each discipline has 
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led researchers to look to sub-fields as a way of understanding varia-
tions in academic discourse. Structures of work are fundamental to 
academic practice and such specialisms are typically organized around 
particular subject areas, theoretical positions or methodological 
approaches which exist within and across broader disciplines. Some 
domains of interest may not be sufficiently well established to have 
developed a distinctive culture, but while they are less formally recog-
nizable than disciplines and subject to greater flux, sub-fields represent 
a more immediate and cohesive professional experiences for many aca-
demics. In fact, some observers see disciplines internally organized as 
a honeycomb of overlapping specialist interest groups which spread 
across adjoining disciplines (Crane, 1972). 

Such groups are particularly important in the natural sciences where 
the sheer volume of knowledge and its rapid expansion oblige individ-
uals to establish their own niche of expertise. One reason for this is that 
research in the natural sciences is typically characterized by linearity 
and well-defined and agreed upon problems (Toulmin, 1972). New 
knowledge is generated from what is known and each new finding 
inexorably contributes to the eventual solution of the issue under study. 
Specialism is encouraged by this as research often occupies consider-
able investments in money, training, equipment and expertise, and is 
frequently concentrated at a few sites. Individuals are therefore often 
committed to involvement in particular research areas for many years 
and achieve status within their profession by an ability to make precise 
contributions to a highly delimited field.

Such hard knowledge specialisms are also more likely to exhibit 
what Becher and Trowler (2001) refer to as ‘urban’ features where a rel-
atively small number of problems is pursued by a substantial number 
of scientists, whether in response to fashion, funding, or paradigmatic 
breakthrough. In contrast to more ‘rural’ specialisms where research is 
spread out over a broad range of topics with long range solutions, urban 
specialisms tend to cluster around a few salient topics and encourage 
relatively quick, short range solutions to a series of questions. They 
argue that in urban specialisms there is

alongside a densely concentrated population, a generally busy – 
occasionally frenetic – pace of life, a high level of collective activity, 
close competition for space and resources, and a rapid and heavily 
used information network. 

(Becher and Trowler, 2001: 106)

These practices tend to be reflected in communication patterns with 
fierce rivalry between labs and research teams to establish priority by 
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publishing first, greater secrecy and fear of plagiarism, and rapid dis-
semination of results with less reflection than in ‘rural’ environments. 

These differences may even result in a preference for different dis-
course forms. Rural research specialisms, such as branches of history 
and education, for example, tend to employ books as their main vehi-
cles for scholarship, while these are virtually unknown in the sciences. 
In fact, for the fastest moving urban specialisms in physics, chemistry 
and microbiology, concern with innovation and speed of dissemination 
has led to the publication of separate letters journals. These facilitate 
the rapid circulation of new and urgent findings by restricting length 
and streamlining the review process to accomplish publication within 
weeks.

Sub-fields can therefore be identified by the kinds of problems, or 
knowledge-making tasks, they are oriented to, and these may influence 
the ways members do research and disseminate results. Macdonald 
(1994), for instance, explored the discourse practices of three sub-fields 
in the humanities and social sciences: attachment research in psychol-
ogy, colonial New England social history, and renaissance new 
historicism in literary studies. Analysing what writers draw attention 
to as grammatical subjects, MacDonald suggests that articles in the psy-
chology sub-field tend to foreground research methods and warrants 
and give greater prominence to building an argument on previous liter-
ature. New historicists, in contrast, are constrained by a lack of 
generalizable patterns and so define more particular problems and give 
relatively little attention to explicating methods. 

While such sentence-level differences help identify different prac-
tices and perceptions of writers working in sub-fields, other studies 
have explored the textual practices of local communities. One is Swales’ 
(1998) site-study of three relatively self-contained units within a single 
building at the University of Michigan is mentioned in Chapter 2. His 
study reveals the lived experiences of individuals participating in com-
munities which are local and immediately real to them. The study 
captures the different practices, genres and cultures of those working 
in the computer centre, the Herbarium and the university English 
Language Centre in a vivid way, showing how sub-disciplines are expe-
rienced in specific local contexts. 

iii. Knowledge domains

An alternative conception of communities employs a wider frame 
than disciplines and looks for discourse affinities within disciplinary 
domains. For centuries the traditional dividing line in the history of sci-
ence and scholarship has been between natural sciences and technology 
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on one side and humanities and social sciences on the other. Here we 
find a more glacial pace of change than in disciplines and their various 
subdivisions, and it is here that we tend to see the clearest discoursal 
variation and rhetorical distinctiveness. Figure 3.1 offers a general 
schematic of these broad distinctions.

Essentially, the sciences see knowledge as a cumulative develop-
ment from prior knowledge accepted on the basis of experimental proof. 
Science writing reinforces this empirical basis by highlighting a gap in 
knowledge, presenting a hypothesis related to this gap, and then exper-
iments and findings to support this hypothesis. Disciplines in the 
humanities rely more on case studies, and introspection and claims are 
accepted or rejected on the strength of argument. Between these the 
social sciences have partly adopted methods of the sciences but in 
applying these to less predictable human data give greater importance 
to explicit interpretation. 

The concept of hard and soft domains of knowledge is obviously not 
without problems. This is partly because it is an everyday distinction 
which carries connotations of clear-cut divisions and so runs the risk of 
reductionism, or even reification, by packing a multitude of complex 
abstractions into a few simple opposites. Moreover, for some the terms 
may seem ideologically loaded, privileging a particular mode of know-
ing based on the structural perspectives, symbolic representations and 
model-building methods of the natural sciences. There are also irregu-
larities along the scale, as psychology, for instance, is hard in its 
experimental form and soft in psychoanalytical areas. However, the 
hard–soft scheme is more directly related to established disciplinary 
groupings than some more abstract categorizations (Becher and Trowler, 
2001). Moreover, evidence from a questionnaire survey of academics 

Figure 3.1 Continuum of academic knowledge

SCIENCES SOCIAL SCIENCES HUMANITIES
HARDER SOFTER
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Highly structured genres More fluid discourses
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(Biglan, 1973) and from psychometric tests of students’ learning strat-
egy preferences (Kolb, 1981) suggest that it may actually represent 
actors’ own perceptions of the areas in which they are engaged. By see-
ing the hard–soft distinction as a continuum, rather than as 
unidimensional scales, it can offer a useful way of examining contrasts 
while avoiding rigidly demarcated categories. 

There are, in fact, considerable differences in the ways academics 
engage with their subject matter in these broad domains. In Kuhn’s 
(1970) ‘normal science’ model, natural scientists produce public knowl-
edge through relatively steady cumulative growth so that problems 
tend to emerge on the back of earlier problems as results throw up 
further questions to be followed up with further research. There are 
fairly clear-cut criteria of what constitutes a new contribution and how 
it builds on what has come before so there is greater scope for pattern-
ing and reproducibility than in the soft fields (Bazerman, 1993). This 
feature is widely recognized by practitioners themselves, as some of my 
own academic informants noted:

My personal view of science is that of a huge volcano and lava is 
flowing down and I’m at the end of one stream of lava.

(Physicist interview)

There are many groups making infinitely small steps forward on a 
particular problem, eventually someone may make a bigger step 
and get a Nobel Prize, but if not, the groups will get there anyway.

(Electronic Engineer interview)

This representation may, of course, merely reflect conventional epis-
temological ideologies which portray science as an objective, cooperative 
endeavour, but it nevertheless has practical and rhetorical effects. The 
empiricist viewpoint that truth is discovered by observing the world is 
reflected, for example, in the fact that over three-fourths of all features 
marking author visibility and explicit interaction with readers in 
research articles occur in the humanities and social sciences (Hyland, 
2005a – see Chapter 4). Science, for example, avoids writer self-men-
tion and explicit evaluation to represent real events without the 
mediation of actors or arguments: the authority of the individual must 
be subordinated to the authority of scientific procedure and appropri-
ate practical reasoning. 

There seem to be good reasons for taking domain as the point of 
departure for understanding discourse variation in the academy. In par-
ticular, this is because domains represent broad categorizations of 
knowledge which remain relatively untroubled by the vertical struggles 
over recognition and the horizontal struggles over resources which we 
find among disciplines and specialisms. Domains are relatively stable 
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over time and exhibit considerable rhetorical consistency, remaining 
aloof from the arbitrary consequences of particular social tussles and 
institutional fiat to offer the most robust way of discussing communi-
ties. Academic communities can therefore be seen as being multilayered 
and overlapping, with domain, discipline and specialism constituting 
the principal manifestations. Academics simultaneously participate 
in more specialized, overlapping communities of disciplines and sub-
fields as they go about their daily professional lives, but are likely to be 
oriented to the more general social and rhetorical practices of broader 
spheres. 

3.4 Final thoughts
The kinds of critiques and discussion around the notion of commu-
nity explored in this chapter have not only questioned the construct 
but sharpened some of its meaning. So we have moved beyond identi-
fying sets of norms and orientations to see academic communities in 
terms of an individual’s engagement in certain discourses and prac-
tices. We have learnt that academic cultures, disciplinary ideologies 
and academic discourses are inseparably entwined and so one can 
only be understood by reference to the others. This, in turn, means 
looking to the idea of community as a framework for conceptualizing 
the expectations, conventions and practises which influence academic 
communication.

Groupings like social class, gender and race are often brought for-
ward to explain our social identities and cultural behaviours. But 
institutional, professional and workplace experiences, including those 
in the academy, all help to shape our values and ideas and how we 
express these and realize our social roles. Thus our membership of dif-
ferent groups offers us a multiplicity of identities that can be configured 
and balanced against each other in different ways, but we tend to draw 
on similar conventions and expectations to realize our participation in 
any one of them. Put simply, social forces structure the identity options 
available to individuals and disciplinary practices reduce them. 

In the academy the authority exercised by peers, editors, reviewers 
and other community figures influence who gets heard, who gets 
accepted and whose arguments are seen as persuasive. Such contexts 
privilege certain ways of making meanings and so encourage the perfor-
mance of certain kinds of professional identities. They place restrictions 
on the rhetorical resources participants can bring from their past expe-
riences and influence what they are able to appropriate from those 
made available by the context. These constraints therefore contribute to 
the meanings that can be created and to judgements of persuasiveness 
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by readers. While our social identities emerge from the values, beliefs 
and commitments we hold as members of different groups, the version 
of self that will be rewarded may be constrained in this way. 

Uncertainties remain, of course, concerning how we pin down such 
communities. In the academy a discourse community is constituted 
largely by its sense of what still needs to be known and the questions 
that need to be asked around an area of inquiry. We might therefore see 
our memberships in specialisms, disciplines and domains, as simulta-
neous and overlapping, with one dominant at different times. At the 
level of domain we have relatively stable practices and ideologies, 
while at the level of specialism, held together by specific problems, 
issues and argument forms, may shift frequently. For now, however, 
perhaps the term discipline might be seen as a shorthand form for the 
various identities, roles, positions, relationships, reputations, reward 
systems and other dimensions of social practices constructed and 
expressed through language in the academy. 

So, with the idea of discourse community we arrive at a more rounded 
and socially informed theory of texts and contexts. It provides a princi-
pled way of understanding how meaning is produced in interaction 
and proves useful in identifying how writers’ rhetorical choices depend 
on purposes, setting and audience. We always have to remember, how-
ever, that an individual’s participation in academic discourse commu-
nities does not occur in a vacuum, and that the language we draw on to 
communicate with our academic peers or assessors is likely to be influ-
enced by a range of social and experiential factors. So while it remains 
a contested concept, the notion of community does foreground what is 
an important influence on social interaction. It draws attention to the 
fact that discourse is socially situated and helps illuminate something 
of what writers and readers bring to a text, emphasizing that both 
production and interpretation depends on assumptions about the 
other. 
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An important thread of the three previous chapters is that academic 
discourse is the basis of all university activity: the means by which 
institutions legitimate knowledge, reward success, regulate admission, 
control membership and induct novices. Only by writing and speaking 
can academics and students get feedback on their work, earn respect for 
their ideas and progress in their careers. The main business of the acad-
emy, however, is to produce knowledge, and the genres which contribute 
to this carry the greatest prestige and have received the greatest atten-
tion from scholars. 

Research discourses have evolved for functional reasons and have 
accrued considerable status as a result (Halliday and Martin, 1993). 
They are, in addition, associated with power in Western cultures 
because of the control they provide over our physical and social envi-
ronments. The success of academic, and particularly scientific, repre-
sentations of reality dominates the ways we understand the world and 
underpins the technical and bureaucratic practices at the heart of mod-
ern capitalism. More immediately, they influence the lives of countless 
academics as universities around the world now require staff to present 
at international conferences and, more crucially, publish in major, high-
impact, peer-reviewed Anglophone journals as a prerequisite for ten-
ure, promotion and career advancement. This chapter explores key 
aspects of these discourses, focusing mainly on articles and conference 
presentations but concluding by briefly looking at a number of other 
genres.

4.1 The research article
Despite competition from electronic publishing alternatives such as 
e-journals and personal websites, the research article (RA) remains the 
pre-eminent genre of the academy. Beginning life in the form of the 
letters published in The Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Soci-
ety in the mid-seventeenth century, the RA is now not only the principal 
site of disciplinary knowledge-making but, as Montgomery (1996) has 
it, ‘the master narrative of our time’. One reason for this pre-eminence 
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is the value attached by the scholarly establishment to the processes of 
peer review as a control mechanism for transforming beliefs into knowl-
edge. Another is the prestige attached to a genre which restructures the 
processes of thought and research it describes to establish a discourse 
for scientific fact-creation. Language becomes a form of technology 
which attempts to present interpretations and position participants in 
particular ways as a means of establishing knowledge. Consequently, 
the RA is a genre which has generated such a volume of research that it 
defies easy summary. In this section, however, I will sketch an outline 
of what we know about this extraordinary genre. 

i. Review and revision

One prominent feature of the RA is that it is the outcome of a prolonged, 
and often tortuous, writing and peer-review process. A manuscript 
develops slowly through several drafts with inputs from colleagues, 
language specialists, proofreaders, reviewers and editors, what Lillis 
and Curry (2006) call ‘literacy brokers’. This often frustrates writers, 
but contributes to the final polished product shaped to the cognitive 
and rhetorical frameworks of a disciplinary community. The brokering 
of published research therefore mediates academic cultures as well as 
texts. The process not only manages the quality of published research, 
but also functions as an apparatus of community control by regulating 
appropriate topics, methodologies and the boundaries within which 
negotiation can occur. For newcomers to a discipline it is both a crucial 
situated learning experience and a rite de passage that marks the route 
to full membership. 

Myers (1990) and Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995), following 
scientists through the review process, illustrate the importance of 
reviewers’ comments in guiding writers to rhetorically accommodate 
their laboratory activity to the concerns of the discipline. Through 
reviewers’ recommendations to modify the strength of their claims, 
provide propositional warrants, and establish a narrative context 
through citation, they found that writers gradually integrated their new 
claims into the weave of disciplinary relevance and prior work. This 
process indicates that new facts are not added piecemeal to the heap of 
existing knowledge, but are the extension of an ongoing conversation 
among members, conducted in a shared ‘theory-laden’ language and 
particular patterns of argumentation. Both Myers and Berkenkotter and 
Huckin therefore see academic writing as a tension between originality 
and deference to the community. So while Berkenkotter and Huckin’s 
case study subject sought to gain acceptance for original, and therefore 
significant, work, for instance, the reviewers insisted ‘that to be science 
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her report had to include an intertextual framework for her local knowl-
edge’ (p. 59).

The challenges of writing for publication are daunting to all academ-
ics, particularly in today’s competitive climate where journals in some 
fields have rejection rates of over 90 per cent. One of the most central 
causes of difficulty for novice writers, particularly those working out-
side the metropolitan centres of research, is their isolation from current 
literature and the demand that they situate their work in a rhetorical 
tradition. Non-Native English scholars themselves, however, often cite 
their lack of language abilities as a problem. About half of Flowerdew’s 
(1999) 585 Hong Kong academics, for example, reported that they felt 
at a disadvantage compared with Native Scholars (NSs) in this area. 
This is clearly illustrated in the fact that many of while St John’s (1987) 
sample of Spanish researchers often resorted to translation from 
Spanish when revising papers for publication.

Research into the writing processes adopted by novice Non-
Native English Speaking academics also suggests what a laborious task 
writing for publication can be. Li (2006), for example, tracked a Chinese 
Doctoral student through six drafts and several painstaking resubmis-
sions guided by supervisors, a journal editor and reviewers before her 
paper was finally accepted. Gosden (1996) also found considerable 
text revisions by seven Japanese postgraduate students. In response to 
reviewers’ comments they made over 320 changes between the first 
draft and published paper, changes which Gosden sees as a movement 
towards more mature writing characterized by a greater range of cohe-
sive devices, explicitness, hedging and subordination. Not is the process 
made easier by what Flowerdew and Dudley-Evans (2002) found in 
their study of editorial correspondence, which is often opaque to 
authors due to poor structuring and indirectness.

Essentially, revisions represent a reworking of the rhetorical goals of 
a paper to more clearly meet the perceived needs of readers, and this is 
tricky for all novice writers irrespective of their first language. Swales, 
in fact, takes the view that the most important distinction in publishing 
is not between Native and Non-Native English speakers, but 

between experienced or ‘senior’ researcher/scholars and less expe-
rienced or ‘junior’ ones – between those who know the academic 
ropes in their chosen specialisms and those who are learning them. 

(2004: 56)

Participation in the publication process, in fact, contributes to learn-
ing these academic ropes. Following situated learning and social 
constructionist theories, the redrafting process can be seen not just as 
the transformation of a text, but also the apprenticing of an individual 
writer into the knowledge constructing practices of a discipline. 
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The metaphor of ‘apprenticeship’ has been used to describe this pro-
cess, although Lave and Wenger (1991) talk of ‘legitimate peripheral 
participation’ to conceptualize learning as engagement in the sociocul-
tural activities of communities of practice. In other words novices 
learn by doing; gradually developing an academic identity as they come 
to write and think in the ways of their discipline under the guidance 
of more experienced peers, and the comments of editors and reviewers 
(Casanave and Vandrick, 2003). When considering writing for public-
ation, this apprenticeship involves a careful negotiation with two 
principal audiences: the journal gatekeepers who will judge the paper 
as ready for publication and the community of scholars who will 
read the finished paper and hopefully cite it and use it in their own 
research. 

ii. Novelty and relevance

As we have seen, a key part of the textual reshaping of an RA through 
peer review involves situating local research in the broader concerns of 
the discipline, managing innovation for a target community by estab-
lishing explicit intertextual links to existing knowledge. To be new, 
work must recognize the knowledge which has already gained consent 
and against which it makes a claim for change. Novelty thus acknowl-
edges what has gone before and builds on the field’s organizational 
structures, beliefs and current hot topics. Topics, in fact are more than 
a research focus: they represent resources of joint attention which coor-
dinate activities and mark co-participation in communities. Selecting a 
topic and arguing for its novelty and relevance is thus critical in secur-
ing colleagues’ interest and in displaying membership credentials. 
There is a certain marketization involved in this, a promotion of oneself 
and one’s research which is analogous to the promotion of goods, 
thereby borrowing from the discursive practices of a wider promotional 
culture (e.g. Fairclough, 1995). 

The marketing of an RA begins with the abstract where writers have 
to gain readers’ attention and persuade them to read on by demonstrat-
ing that they have both something new and worthwhile to say. While 
often considered as merely a ‘representation’ (Bazerman, 1984: 58) or 
‘summary’ (Kaplan et al., 1994: 405) of the full paper, a study of 800 
abstracts from journals in eight disciplines (Hyland, 2004b) shows 
things to be more complex. The abstract, in fact, selectively sets out the 
writer’s stall to highlight importance and draw the reader into the paper. 
As we might expect, there are disciplinary differences in this process. 
The hard knowledge abstracts tend to stress novelty and benefit, while 
writers in the social sciences largely draw on the notion of importance 
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to promote their work. Novelty is obviously a raison d’être of science 
fields where constant innovation and progress are expected and practi-
tioners look for new results to develop their own research. Examples 
like these are common:

1.  The assays presented herein illustrate two novel approaches 
to monitor the intracellular dynamics of nuclear proteins.

(Biology).

 A new design for a minimum inductance, distributed current, 
longitudinal (z) gradient coil, fabricated on the surface of an 
elliptic cylinder is proposed.

(Physics)

Engineers, on the other hand, underlined their practical, applied 
orientation by combining novelty with the utility of their research to 
the industrial world:

2.  The new model gives significantly improved predictions for 
both liquid holdup and pressure drop during gas-liquid, strat-
ified-wavy flow in horizontal pipelines.

(Mechanical Engineering)

This paper answers these questions by developing an integer 
nonlinear programming model and solving it using a very effi-
cient dynamic programming approach.

(Electrical Engineering)

A great deal of rhetorical effort also goes on in the introduction of an 
article where writers seek to create a research space to justify the impor-
tance of their work. This ecological metaphor owes its popularity 
to Swales  who famously suggested a model of article introductions 
consisting of three sequential rhetorical moves in which writers

need to re-establish in the eyes of the discourse community the sig-
nificance of the research field itself; the need to ‘situate’ the actual 
research in terms of that significance; and the need to show how 
this niche in the wider ecosystem will be occupied and defended.

(1990: 142)

Like plants competing for light and nutrients, the RA competes for a 
research niche and an audience. This is largely achieved in the intro-
duction through a text which attracts readers by foregrounding what is 
already known, then establishing an opening for the current work by 
showing that this prior knowledge is somehow incomplete, as here: 

3.  Research into public drinking in natural settings has been 
conducted for many decades since the early observational 
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study of a public house in an English industrial town (Mass 
Observation: 1943). However, few studies have focused 
specifically on violence.

(Sociology RA)

Stiffened planes are commonly used in many engineering 
structures (e.g. bridge decks, ship superstructures, aerospace 
structures, etc). Despite their wide application, little is known 
about their behaviour.

(Mechanical Engineering RA)

The second sentence in each of these examples therefore sets up the 
basis from which the novelty of the writer’s work can be understood.

Claims for novelty are thus assembled by reference to what social 
communities know and what they believe is worth knowing. This is 
more carefully elaborated in the literature review, which seeks to jus-
tify the value of the current research and show why it is distinct from 
what has gone before (Kwan, 2006). Here writers construct a story for 
their study, persuading the reader that some organizing principle links 
their work into a coherent chain of disciplinary activity. Similarly, the 
results of the study, often thought to be a bland list of findings, actually 
contribute to the persuasive unity of the paper. Rather than stepping 
back to allow results to neutrally speak for themselves, writers urge the 
value of their research onto the reader through a series of rhetorical 
moves designed to justify the methodology and evaluate results (e.g. 
Ruiying and Allison, 2003). 

In many science papers a methods section is often inserted between 
the introduction and results and this can be more or less succinct or 
elaborate, depending on readers’ assumed familiarity with the proce-
dures and the extent to which they are likely to accept them. While data 
collection is rarely straightforward, reports typically omit reference to 
unreliable equipment, sub-standard materials, uncooperative partici-
pants, and false turns to present a smooth and unproblematic process 
which is simply labelled rather than explained. Methods are often 
taken on trust in a way that can defy obvious replication, as in this 
example:

Each FID was baseline corrected and apodized with a 750-Hz 
exponential before being Fourier transformed. In order to perform 
the curve fitting, the spectra were fitted with a Caussian lineshape, 
and the peak intensity was recorded. The spectral processing and 
analysis were performed with the routines of NMRI. The curve 
fitting was performed using the Levenberg-Marquardt method.

(Physics RA)
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Indeed, the methodology section is increasingly downplayed in sci-
ence RAs, frequently printed at the end of the article in a smaller font 
to save space. 

The current work is most vigorously ‘sold’ in the Discussion section. 
Here previous research is treated as background and introduced to 
compare, support or invigorate the new claim with opposition, as the 
writer fends off counterclaims to celebrate the new (Lewin, et al., 2001). 
Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) also argue that there is an active pro-
motion of news value in the discussion, a finding confirmed by Swales 
and Luebs (2002) in psychology articles and apparently common in 
other disciplines, as we can see in these examples:

4.  These results are important with respect to the physiological 
roles of the different proteins studied here.

(Biology RA)

Ours is the first research that offers evidence that word-
of-mouth about forgone alternatives can affect satisfaction 
with the chosen alternative.

(Marketing RA)

We offer a new way of theorising ageism itself, as a contingent 
and negotiated interactional practice.

(Lingusitics RA)

Less obviously, perhaps, something of this promotionalism is cap-
tured in the increased use of argumentation, personal involvement and 
evaluative commentary that we tend to find in discussions. One exam-
ple of this is authors’ preferred theme choices, or what serves as the 
starting point of the message. Compared to other parts of the article, 
themes in discussion sections have been found to express the author’s 
efforts to persuade readers by having a high proportion of interpersonal 
themes realized by mood and comment adjuncts (Gosden, 1993):

5.  Interestingly, a decrease of the a, values was observed again 
at higher light intensifies (about 1200 pmol m–2 S–1).

(Electrical Engineering RA)

It is possible that a large number of the barristers who said 
that they did not think computers were relevant to their work, 
actually did not know how to use them either.

(Sociology RA)

It is thus clear that the formation of central bursting in the 
extrusion process is controlled by the growth of voids.

(Mechanical Engineering RA)



Academic Discourse

74

These structures allow writers to highlight warrants and evaluations in 
support of their arguments as they move from a relatively low-interper-
sonal intervention in earlier stages of the text to a more prominent 
writer engagement in discussions. 

iii. Stance and engagement

Academic persuasion is only partly accomplished by establishing 
claims for novelty and relevance: Writers must also seek to offer a cred-
ible representation of themselves and their work by claiming solidarity 
with readers, evaluating their material and acknowledging alternative 
views in appropriate ways. These interactions are accomplished in aca-
demic writing through the systems of stance and engagement (Hyland, 
2005a) and I will elaborate these in this section. 

I will use the term stance to refer to the writer’s textual ‘voice’ or 
community recognized personality. This is an attitudinal, writer-ori-
ented function which concerns the ways writers present themselves 
and convey their judgements, opinions and commitments. Engagement, 
on the other hand, is more of an alignment function. It concerns the 
ways that writers rhetorically recognize the presence of their readers to 
actively pull them along with the argument, include them as discourse 
participants, and guide them to interpretations (Hyland, 2005a). In 
other words, statements must incorporate an appropriate awareness of 
self and audience by presenting a credible writer persona and anticipat-
ing readers’ possible objections and alternative positions. The rhetorical 
resources which realize these interactional functions are summarized 
in Figure 4.1. 

Together these resources have a dialogic purpose in that they refer to, 
anticipate or otherwise take up the actual or anticipated voices and 
positions of potential readers (Bakhtin, 1986). I will briefly elaborate on 
each of these resources below, although it should be remembered that 

Interaction

Stance Engagement

Hedges Boosters
markers

Attitude
mention

Self Reader Directives Questions
reference

Shared
knowledge

Asides

Figure 4.1 Key resources of academic interaction
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these features have different salience across fields, with some 75 per 
cent of explicit stance and engagement features occurring in the human-
ities and social sciences.

a. Stance features 

Hedges are devices which withhold complete commitment to a propo-
sition, allowing information to be presented as an opinion rather than 
fact (Hyland, 1998). They imply that a claim is based on plausible rea-
soning rather than certain knowledge and so both indicate the degree of 
confidence it might be wise to attribute to a claim while allowing writ-
ers to open a discursive space for readers to dispute interpretations. 
This is an example from biology:

6.  We propose several possible reasons for this: (1) pres-
sures increase upon freezing and thus may force bubbles 
back into solution at the time of thaw; (2) since xylem 
water is degassed by freezing there is a strong tendency 
for bubbles to redissolve at the time of thaw; and (3) 
xylem water may flow in advance of ice formation and 
could refill some of the previously embolized vessels.

(Biology RA)

Boosters, on the other hand, allow writers to express their certainty 
in what they say and to mark involvement with the topic and solidarity 
with their audience (Hyland, 2005a). While they restrict opportunities 
for alternative voices, boosters also often stress shared information and 
group membership as we tend to get behind those ideas which have a 
good chance of being accepted. Like hedges, they often occur in clus-
ters, underlining the writer’s conviction in an argument:

7.  Of course, I do not contend that there are no historical contin-
gencies. On the contrary, the role of contingencies should be 
stressed. If there were no contingencies, there would be no 
innovations, whether scientific or moral. On this point, we 
must definitely stop following Hegel’s intuitions. Nobody can 
foretell that tomorrow totalitarian regimes will not reappear 
and eventually spread over the planet.

(Sociology RA)

Both boosters and hedges represent a writer’s response to the poten-
tial viewpoints of readers and an acknowledgement of disciplinary 
norms of appropriate argument. Both strategies emphasize that state-
ments don’t just communicate ideas, but also the writer’s attitude to 
them and to readers. 
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Attitude markers indicate the writer’s affective, rather than epis-
temic, attitude to propositions, conveying surprise, agreement, impor-
tance, frustration, and so on, rather than commitment. Attitude can be 
expressed in a wide range of ways, as Martin (2000) and Martin and 
White (2005) have attempted to show by mapping the options available 
to speakers in conveying affect in their model of appraisal. Attitude is 
most explicitly signalled by attitude verbs, sentence adverbs and adjec-
tives, and this marking of attitude in academic writing allows writers 
both take a stand and align themselves with disciplinary-oriented value 
positions.

8.  No doubt there are a number of criticisms that adherents to the 
justice-based paradigm might make of the moral model Dwor-
kin proposes. Still, I believe that Dworkin’s investment model 
has remarkable resonance and extraordinary potential power. 
The worry I have about Dworkin’s proposal arises from inside 
his model. It is interesting right off the bat to notice that . . .

(Philosophy RA)

Self-mention refers to the use of first person pronouns and posses-
sive adjectives to present information (Hyland, 2001). Presenting a 
discoursal self is central to the writing process (Ivanic, 1998), and we 
cannot avoid projecting an impression of ourselves and how we stand 
in relation to our arguments, discipline and readers. The presence or 
absence of explicit author reference is therefore a conscious choice by 
writers to adopt a particular stance and disciplinary-situated authorial 
identity. The soft fields are particularly ‘author-saturated’ in this way: 

9.  Our investigation of writing at the local government office 
comprised an analysis of the norms and attitudes of each indi-
vidual. We asked the different employees about their norms 
concerning a good text and a good writer. We also asked them 
about their attitudes toward writing at work. What we found 
interesting about this context, however, is the degree of uni-
formity of their norms and attitudes.

(Sociology RA)

b. Engagement features

Reader pronouns offer the most explicit ways of bringing readers into 
a discourse but you and your are rare in research articles, perhaps 
because they imply a separation between participants, rather than 
seek connections, and this helps to account for the high use of the 
inclusive we. There are several motivations for using this form, but 
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most centrally it identifies the reader as someone who shares similar 
understandings to the writer as a member of the same discipline. At the 
same time as expressing peer solidarity, however, we also anticipates 
reader objections, presuming mutual understandings while weaving 
the potential point of view of the reader into the argument. 

Directives are mainly expressed through imperatives and obligation 
modals and they direct readers to engage in three main kinds of activity: 

textual acts direct readers to another part of the text or to 
another text (e.g. see Smith 1999, refer to table 2, etc.) 
physical acts direct readers how to carry out some action in the 
real-world (e.g. open the valve, heat the mixture).
cognitive acts instruct readers how to interpret an argument, 
explicitly positioning readers by encouraging them to note, 
concede or consider some argument or claim in the text.

Personal asides allow writers to address readers directly by briefly 
interrupting the argument to offer a comment on what has been said. By 
turning to the reader in mid-flow, the writer acknowledges and responds 
to an active audi ence, often to initiate a brief dialogue that is largely 
interpersonal, adding more to the writer-reader relationship than to 
propositional development:

10.  And – as I believe many TESOL professionals will readily 
acknowledge – critical thinking has now begun to make its 
mark, particularly in the area of L2 composition.

(Applied Linguistics)

 He above all provoked the mistrust of academics, both 
because of his trenchant opinions (often, it is true, insuffi-
ciently thought out) and his political opinions.

(Sociology)

Appeals to shared knowledge are marked by explicit signals asking 
readers to recognize something as familiar or accepted, irrespective of 
whether this is the actual case or not. These constructions of solidarity 
ask readers to identify with particular views and in so doing construct 
readers by assigning to them a role in creating the argument, acknowl-
edging their contribution while moving the focus of the discourse away 
from the writer to shape the role of the reader: 

11.  It is, of course, possible to realize capacitors using the 
inter-metal, linearmetal-poly, metal-diffusion, or poly diffu-
sion (with an SiO2 dielectric) capacitances.

(Electrical Engineering)
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 This tendency obviously reflects the preponderance of 
brand-image advertising in fashion merchandizing.

(Marketing)

Finally, questions. These are the strategy of dialogic involvement 
par excellence, inviting engagement, encouraging curiosity and bring-
ing interlocutors into an arena where they can be led to the writer’s 
viewpoint (Hyland, 2002a). Over 80 per cent of questions in my corpus 
of 240 research articles, however, were rhetorical, presenting an opin-
ion as an interrogative so the reader appears to be the judge, but actually 
expecting no response. This is most apparent when writers answer 
their question immediately:

12.  Is it, in fact, necessary to choose between nurture and nature? 
My contention is that it is not.

(Sociology)

 What do these two have in common, one might ask? The 
answer is that they share the same politics.

(Applied Linguistics)

The expression of stance and engagement is an important feature of 
academic writing, with frequencies actually greater than those for pas-
sives and past tense verbs (Hyland, 2005a). Overall, stance markers are 
about five times more common than engagement features and hedges 
dominate the frequencies, underlining the importance of distinguish-
ing fact from opinion and the need for writers to present their claims 
with appropriate caution. Perhaps more importantly, these features 
represent choices based on a process of audience evaluation assisting 
writers to construct an effective argument and revealing how language 
is related to specific institutional contexts. 

Despite the brevity of this sketch, we begin to get an idea of the rhe-
torical complexity of the RA genre as a textual weave of interpersonal 
and ideational resources which brings together novelty, affiliation, 
interpersonality and intertextuality in support of the writer’s claims. 
Constantly evolving, and as we shall see at the end of this chapter, per-
haps giving way as the principle genre of knowledge construction in 
some fields, the RA remains a defining feature of different disciplines 
and the jewel in the crown of academic communication. 

4.2 The conference presentation
Despite receiving little of the attention lavished on the research article, 
a key means by which academic research is disseminated is through 
papers at academic conferences. One reason for this neglect is doubtless 
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the problems of collecting and transcribing spoken data and of coding 
for intonation, gesture, visuals and other non-verbal contextual infor-
mation. Another difficulty, however, is that it is a genre of uncertain 
boundaries, covering contexts which range from an invited one hour 
plenary to a short parallel paper. It may present research at various lev-
els of completion, from work in progress to post-publication overview, 
and be delivered to an audience of various sizes, homogeneity and 
expertise. At this stage of our understanding, however, there are good 
reasons for regarding the conference presentation (CP) as a distinct 
genre. In most cases, for example, it is likely to be written to be spoken, 
at least in note form, and so contain features of both modes; it also 
tends to be closely related to the emergence of a published written text; 
and to contain claims which have an as yet uncertain future. For these 
reasons the CP will be discussed as a single discourse in this section, 
acknowledging differences where the literature allows it. 

i. The presentation context

One thing that is certain about the CP is that, from the participants’ 
perspective, it is inextricably embedded in the wider conference expe-
rience. Attending sessions and giving a paper are inseparable from 
meeting old friends, making new contacts, the buzz at coffee breaks, the 
book fair, the posters, the gossip, the academic celebrities, and the gen-
eral intellectual charge of the event (Shalom, 2002). This mixing of social 
and research-process genres is a somewhat ephemeral, almost self-
contained universe of discourse with its interpersonal encounters, brief 
excitements and occasional disappointments. The conference is thus a 
key event which offers members a momentary sense of belonging and 
community – often in stark contrast to their workaday university lives. 
Ventola (2002) uses the term ‘semiotic spanning’ to capture something of 
the intermeshing of the CP in this sequence of events, and how the con-
ference itself seems to be marked off from the more enduring discourse 
worlds which conferees bring to the event and to which they return. 

This is not to say that the CP, or a conference itself, is a stand-alone 
event, divorced from the community structures that support it. While 
commentators have noted the increasing dominance of English as the 
lingua franca of international conferences in many fields (e.g. Ventola, 
2002), CPs remain very much a product of their specialisms that are 
organized, promoted and attended by members themselves. Confer-
ences are important forums for enacting genre knowledge and affirming 
community affiliations through close encounters with colleagues and 
competitors. In this sense they are what Porter (1992: 107) refers to as 
‘a concrete, local manifestation of the operation of a discourse commu-
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nity’. The relationship between community and conference is therefore 
mutually dependent, or symbiotic. As a result, the conference reflects 
the particular norms and patterns which communities have evolved for 
what goes on in such forums and the particular genres that adorn it. 

More than this, through its embedding in a chain of community 
genres, a conference paper is very much part of the weave of working, 
talking and writing which characterizes the emergence of research in 
a discipline. Räisänen (2002), for example, shows the potential com-
plexity of this embedding at a crash-safety conference where the CP is 
the end point of a sequence of genres. This begins with a conference 
announcement and a call for abstracts and is followed by submission, 
reviews and redrafting as the paper is published in conference proceed-
ings and made available to participants before it is finally read and 
discussed at the conference. Awareness of a chain of events and genres 
like these can help participants to plan ahead and consider the reac-
tions of different audiences to a series of abstracts, written drafts and 
orally delivered paper.

While some CPs are delivered following their written publication in 
this way, this sequence actually seems to be more common in the social 
sciences where funding bodies often require grant recipients to dissem-
inate their research results in a variety of oral and written forums. The 
plenary talk also often tends to present already published work; being 
less an exposition of cutting edge research than a post-hoc celebratory 
overview of the field by an invited luminary. Perhaps more typically, 
however, the CP occupies an intermediate status between data and sci-
ence (Ziman, 1974) or the actual research work and a published journal 
article. The CP thus provides an opportunity for testing the waters with 
a new idea and getting feedback on a current project as it moves from 
embryonic hypothesis to published paper. 

As a result, it can often reveal something of the contingency of research, 
so that ‘one glimpses research as it is actually conducted, before it is sani-
tized to present a picture of straight-line progress towards public 
knowledge’ (Dubois, 1980: 143). This example from Rowley-Jolivet (2002: 
104), for instance, shows how the challenges of real-world experiments 
are frankly acknowledged in the face-to-face presentation at a physics 
conference (13) while omitted from the final published paper (14):

13.  With antenna in air we have the diamond data points where 
we were really getting killed by corona losses (. . .) I’ll call 
your attention to this little gas bag at the feed section. Actu-
ally this turned out to be too small, we had to put a gas bag 
all the way up to about this area to protect the feed section 
which has very high electric fields from corona losses.
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14.  When very high voltage is applied to the antenna, losses to 
corona loading can be surprisingly severe. (. . .) One means 
of reducing corona losses is to enclose the high field portions 
of the antenna in an insulating gas.

The sense of physical constraints, the confusions and tinkering of 
practical activity, are absent in the written version while the oral pre-
sented CP enables us to recover something of the actual, concrete work 
invested in the research itself. 

ii. The conference abstract

An early link in the chain of conference genres is the submission of 
an abstract. While regulated for text length and topic breadth by a 
public announcement, this is essentially a stand-alone genre which 
enters competition for available conference slots. While the abstract 
might point towards another, as yet probably unwritten, text it has a 
different and more urgent purpose than the paper itself. Typically sub-
mitted months ahead of the conference and blind reviewed, the abstract 
may be as far as the incipient CP actually gets, as rejection ends the 
chain for the submitting author and often means that he or she is unable 
to get funding to attend the conference. The abstract, then, is the point 
where the reader must be hooked. With rejection rates as high as 75 per 
cent in some fields, the CP abstract is necessarily a highly promotional 
genre which is more like a grant proposal or job application letter than 
an RA abstract (Hallack and Connor, 2006). 

Both the research and the writer are therefore under close scrutiny in 
conference abstracts and because of this, writers tend to foreground 
their main claims and to carefully present themselves as competent 
community members. While Swales and Feak (2000: 42) point out the 
dangers of promising too much in an abstract, gaining acceptance means 
that writers need to demonstrate that they have something new and 
worthwhile to say. Because this is an ‘occluded genre’, largely hidden 
from public view, what we know of abstracts tends to come from fields 
most easily accessible to discourse analysts, such as rhetoric (Berken-
kotter and Huckin, 1995; Faber, 1996), applied linguistics (Kaplan 
et al., 1994; Yakhontova, 2002), and TESOL (Hallack and Connor, 2006). 
These point to a number of core rhetorical moves in the genre, with 
texts typically having a structure of problem or purpose  method  
results  conclusion, although a general finding is that the presence of 
these moves does not seem to differ significantly between accepted and 
rejected proposals.

Despite the inability of a generic text model to explain the quality of 
an abstract, review committees appear to be impressed by texts which 
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can sell their originality and interestingness to an insider audience. 
Berkenkotter and Huckin’s (1995) study of abstracts sent to the Confer-
ence on College Composition and Communication over three years, for 
example, shows that successful proposals were judged interesting in 
terms of topic selection, problem definition, and novelty. Writers of 
accepted abstracts were thus able to package their research in ways that 
highlighted its relevance and their own insider credibility to experi-
enced members of the discourse community. Novelty and the projection 
of ‘an insider ethos through the use of terminology, special topoi, and/
or explicit or implicit references to the scholarly literature’ (ibid.: 102) 
was what counted in judging successful abstracts. 

Clearly, what is considered interesting and novel will vary across 
fields, but these studies suggest that it has much to do with how an 
issue is framed and problematized in an abstract. Successful writers 
use eye-catching titles and currently popular approaches. All this 
implies an insider status and an ability to persuade the programme 
panel that the writer is able, eventually, to deliver a high-quality paper 
at the convention. Successful writers thus establish a valued disciplin-
ary context and situate themselves within it, defining their work as 
interesting and themselves as competent professionals.

iii. The presentation

In the conference presentation itself we find a range of presentation 
styles. In his celebrated ‘The presentation of self in everyday life’, Ervin 
Goffman (1981) identified three types of presentation: ‘memorization’, 
‘reading aloud’ and ‘fresh talk’. Dudley-Evans (1994) distinguishes 
‘reading style’, where the speaker reads from notes, ‘conversation style’, 
which is more informal, and a more expansive, performer-oriented 
‘rhetorical style’. These characterizations capture the tension noted 
above between what is a highly reflective text, with many features that 
correspond to written research writing, and the immediacy of audience 
in time and in place which pushes a presentation towards a more inter-
active text. But while conference participants may encounter a range of 
different styles at an event, there appears to be a trend towards a more 
interactive pattern as the speaker shapes the message to connect with 
the immediate context. 

The importance of interpersonal management and real-time text 
organization in conference presentations can be seen in a range of 
linguistics features which distinguish them from published papers. 
Compared with research articles, then, research into science presenta-
tions suggest that presentations contain: 
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greater use of subject + active verb rather than passive forms 
(Rowley-Jolivet, 2002);
more discussion of research failures (Thompson, 2002);
more informal boundary markers such as OK, right, now 
(Webber, 2005);
far greater use of self-mention (Luukka, 1996);
greater imprecision in describing results (e.g. roughly 0.3 in 
most cases) (Dubois, 1987);
more humour and self-irony (Frobert-Adamo, 2002);
less use of extraposition (‘it is clear that’, ‘it is possible that’
. . .);
far more use of existential there (‘there are several reasons for 
this’) (Carter-Thomas and Rowley-Jolivet, 2001).

Interestingly, many of the features marking greater informality are 
particularly common in plenary presentations rather than CPs, perhaps 
because of the greater time available to create rapport with an audience 
(Webber, 2005). Overall, however, we can see the presence of these fea-
tures as indicating a more interactive, spoken genre which involves 
real-time information management and engagement with a live audi-
ence. Additionally, however, they also point to the provisional and 
emergent nature of what is presented.

Something of the interpersonal effort invested in a CP is illustrated 
in this example from the opening of an applied linguistics presentation 
taken from Shalom (2002: 63):

15.  Yes I’m sorry um this is the last talk right before tea and I’ve 
given you a rather dense handout there with lots of numbers 
on it. I will try to keep you awake throughout the session in 
spite of that um I actually won’t be going through every sin-
gle one of those numbers much to everyone’s relief but I 
thought you might be interested in having them. Yeh I’m 
doing my PhD research with (name) at (institution) um sorry 
to mention your name like that I take all the blame for every-
thing okay in (topic) and the focus on the talk is . . .

While such interactional work is also typical of experienced present-
ers, here we see a novice community member contextualizing her paper 
by orienting to the audience. As Shalom points out, this involves the 
use of considerable mitigation, humour and forewarning to bring listen-
ers onside and perhaps offset criticism of the paper. At the same time, 
the speaker positions herself in relation to the community as a PhD 
student and therefore a ‘modest knower’ but with the protection of a 
well-known supervisor.
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But while presenters may use more informal, explicitly interactive 
features than writers to protect themselves from criticism and win over 
a potentially sceptical audience, this does not release them from the 
obligation of novelty (Rowley-Jolivet, 2002). In fact, because the CP is 
closer to the original research than what is likely to appear only very 
much later in a published paper, this expectation is even greater. 
Participants are often looking for the latest developments in the field 
at conferences and speakers usually oblige them. These extracts from 
Rowley-Jolivet’s (2002: 99–100) data from medicine and geology 
conferences suggest how speakers stress the news value and prelimi-
nary nature of their work in CP introductions:

16.  I don’t think that you’ll find anything more up to date than 
some of these data that I’d like to show you now.

 What I would like to present now is preliminary results of 
a small Mesozoic alkaline . . .

 I suppose this is the key diagram in this talk, the full impli-
cations of which we probably haven’t fully worked through.

The CP therefore offers opportunities to refine interpretations from 
feedback and to steal a march on others by presenting cutting edge 
results. Less welcome, however, is that it also opens the door to criti-
cism and attack, particularly in the question stage which follows it. The 
ability to manage both textual organization and social relations becomes 
even more important in the Q and A session following many talks. 
Webber’s (2002) data from medical conferences show, for instance, that 
while only 30 per cent of the 130 questions recorded were explicitly 
critical of some aspect of the CP, she notes that ‘even neutral request for 
clarification may be perceived as a challenge by the presenter if it is 
difficult to answer’ (Webber, 2002: 229). But although the presenter has 
the advantage of having rights to more speaking time and the option to 
judge a question as irrelevant, the Q and A can be difficult to negotiate, 
particularly as most of the information questions in Webber’s study 
addressed issues outside the scope of the preceding paper. Presenters 
may be reluctant to be sidetracked or give away too much, but they are 
also interested in promoting and getting reactions to develop their 
work, and this represents an interactional challenge to all but the most 
accomplished speakers. 

iv. Visuals and handouts

An important feature of CPs is their increasingly multimodal nature as 
talk is supported and organized by visual channels of communications 
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such as PowerPoint, projected slides, overheads and handouts. The 
non-verbal dimension of presentations is particularly important in 
scientific, medical and technical fields where they not only carry the 
main information load of the presentation but also help to structure the 
discourse through phrases like ‘the last slide please’ (Swales, 2004: 
198). In fact, speakers often extemporize around their slides or video 
clips which serve to prompt their presentations with minimal use of 
notes.

This example from Räisänen (2002: 83) gives a sense of this ‘on the 
hoof’ visual-dependence:

17.  I would now like to show a video of ah some of the cadaver 
sled tests. OK. First I’m showing a 3-point-belt restraint 
cadaver sled test. [Pause to let audience watch] I would like 
you to notice how the shoulder belt is positioned in all these 
cadaver sled tests. [Pause] This is a 2-point-belt restraint knee-
bolster. [Pause] You can see the knee impacting the knee 
bolster. [Pause] This is another 2-point-belt restraint 
knee-bolster test. OK that’s it. 

This presenter at an automotive crash-safety conference uses the 
video as a means to organize his talk around experimental results from 
cadaver tests and to highlight particular aspects of these, mixing visual 
and oral discourses for persuasive purposes. As Räisänen points out, 
the visual mode here allows the audience to ‘virtually witness’ the 
results in the same way as the researchers did, adding persuasive force 
to the presentation. 

Although presenters in mathematics may still use a blackboard, visu-
als appear to be replacing more elaborate verbal expositions in many 
fields as photographic and PowerPoint slides become ubiquitous in 
medicine, science and technology. Rowley-Jolivet (1999), for instance, 
found an average of one slide every 50 seconds in her corpus of 90 CPs 
in oncology, petrology and physics, with graphical representations 
exceeding textual and numerical slides in each of these disciplines. 
This perhaps reinforces the ideational, textual and interpersonal roles 
that visuals play in CPs, so that we can see visuals not only as provid-
ing information and structuring the development of the talk, but also as 
contributing to its interactive dimension by capturing the imagination 
of the audience through immediate access to data. This can be seen in 
Example 17 above, for example, and in the frequent use of photographs 
in some fields. Because photographs give direct access to raw data, 
as compared with the abstractions of graphs and tables, they function 
to reinforce the newness and immediacy of what is being presented 
(Rowley-Jolivet, 2002).
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In some humanities fields such as history and linguistics, however, 
the role of visuals tends to be less apparent as papers are often read 
with no visual support at all. Handouts tend to be common in the soft 
fields, however, with exemplar sentences accompanied by a reference 
list being the preferred format in applied linguistics (Belles and Forta-
net, 2004). There is, moreover, perhaps a certain scepticism among 
academics about the value which technology adds to presentations in 
the soft fields. Myers, for example, not only complains of the ways 
PowerPoint has introduced commercial styles into academic presenta-
tions, but notes its powerful impact on the relationship between the 
discourse and the presenter:

[T]he written text, produced by the machine, has become the star; 
I am reduced to an unseen voiceover of my own lectures . . . it 
marks a shift in what Goffman (1981) called footing; that is, I am 
seen as the animator rather than the source of the utterance. Instead 
of my speaking with the aid of some visual device, the text is speak-
ing with my aid.

(Myers 2000: 184)

In sum, the conference presentation is a key research genre. Not only 
does it situate knowledge claims closer to their source than a published 
article, but it is also central to both the knowledge-making practices of 
academic communities and its members sense of participation and 
belonging. It appears, moreover, that the CP is a complex, multi-semi-
otic event in which oral and visual, formal and informal, prepared and 
impromptu discourses all co-occur. It is a genre where co-presence, 
interaction and risk reside so that the whole becomes an expert rhetori-
cal accomplishment where the speaker projects a competent, accessible 
persona while relating cutting edge information to meet the real-time 
processing and interactional needs of a live audience. 

4.3 Other research genres
While research articles and conference presentations have the greatest 
visibility and frequency in the disciplines, they do not exhaust the 
genres which populate the research landscape. Reports, manuals and 
proposals dominate in technical fields (Killingsworth and Gilbertson, 
1992); reviews and essays in literature; and book reviews in history 
(Becher and Trowler, 2001). 

The journal article, as Griffith and Small (1983) point out, ‘is a poor 
vehicle of communication’ for many areas of the social sciences, ‘ill-suited 
to discuss extremely complex issues’. The detailed discursive attention 
and elaborate justification of interpretation which the monograph offers 
writers make it a more effective medium for disseminating and evaluating 
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research in fields such as sociology and history, for example. Despite 
increasing pressures from Research Assessment panels towards the uni-
form production of peer-reviewed articles, it is still the case that single 
authored, leisurely gestated books still sell and accumulate esteem for 
their writers in many soft fields. There also appears to be space for even 
more esoteric and glacially developed research genres such as the flora and 
the treatment which classify plant species in Systematic Botany (Swales, 
1998). In this section I look briefly at some of the more common and well-
studied research genres: science letters, book reviews and e-journals. 

i. Scientifi c letters

The emergence and rapid growth of the scientific letter genre is a dis-
coursal response to social and academic changes in academic research. 
In the fast-paced world of modern science, increasing specialization 
and rapid knowledge growth have led to intense competition. Many 
hard knowledge fields are characterized by fierce rivalry as the rewards 
of reputation, including the funding to continue one’s research, are 
often tied to establishing priority through first announcement. One out-
come has been the emergence of the scientific letter, ‘squib’, or ‘quick 
report’ which facilitate the rapid circulation of new and urgent findings 
by restricting length and streamlining the review process.

Typically less than six pages long, letters are often published online 
within days of acceptance and in print within five to seven weeks of 
submission, assisting both writers with quick publication and informa-
tion saturated scientists with succinct access to new research. This 
description from the webpage of one such journal summarizes the 
advantages for authors:

Statistics & Probability Letters is an international journal covering 
all fields of statistics and probability, and providing an outlet for 
rapid publication of short communications in the field. Many 
statisticians today are concerned by the labyrinth of research to be 
conquered in order to reach the specific information they require. 
To combat this tendency, Statistics & Probability Letters has been 
designed outside the realm of the traditional statistics journal. The 
concise article format (limited to six journal pages including refer-
ences and figures) permits the editorial board to process papers 
rapidly and enables the reader to learn about new results and devel-
opments efficiently. Letters allow readers to quickly and easily 
digest large amounts of material and to stay up-to-date with devel-
opments in all areas of statistics and probability.

This is an objective more succinctly captured in the breathless prose of 
another letters journal as: ‘Finance Research Letters offers an exciting 
publication outlet for novel and frontier finance’.
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Letters journals have largely evolved from short communications 
reporting work in progress in parent journals to become the primary 
forum for the dissemination of innovative work in the natural sciences. 
Physical Review Letters, Chemistry Letters, and FEBS letters are now 
among the leading journals in their fields, accounting for a massive 
output of work, often publishing monthly, or even weekly, and contain-
ing over 40 papers in each issue. The letter now rivals its established 
uncle the research article, in institutional respectability and is the pre-
ferred forum for announcing new breakthroughs. As a result, letters 
tend to focus on what is currently fashionable and exciting in science 
while research articles have taken on a more archival function, contain-
ing detailed elaborations and proofs, as a previous editor of Physics 
Review Letters observes:

Letters journals swing back and forth from one field to another 
while the archival journals plod resolutely along, collecting and 
cataloging the accumulating wisdom of the scientific community.

(Passell, 1988: 37)

Letters are pre-eminently declarations of findings and in keeping 
with this goal foreground novel claims and newsworthy information. 
They are ‘characterized by a sense of urgency and importance, and they 
have a style and structure which allows authors to display key ideas 
prominently’ (Blakeslee, 1994: 91). Titles and abstracts are written to 
announce findings and interpretations and to foreground what is inno-
vative in the work, while methods are typically cursory. Background is 
generally scanty and the literature largely assumed, while introductions 
are used to foreground importance and originality. One example of the 
promotionalism in the genre is the greater use of boosters compared 
with research articles (Hyland, 2004b), allowing writers to present their 
work with assurance while strategically engaging with colleagues:

18.  This unambiguously shows that the picture of antiferromag-
netically coupled pairs is not adequate to describe the 
thermodynamics of local moments in the metallic phase.
 (Physics)

 The results demonstrate a striking effect of INH and establish 
a basis for further investigation of growth cycle-related phe-
nomena in mycobacteria by flow cytometry.

(Biology)

It is noteworthy that boosters often occurred in introductions and 
conclusions as these are the sections that Bazerman (1988: 243) identi-
fied as being those first read by physicists when scanning a paper to 
judge its relevance to their own work.
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But while letters often lack the closely argued detail and elaboration 
typically associated with scientific writing, they appear to be evolving 
to ever more closely resemble research articles. A scan of 30 such let-
ters journals shows a number of these short communications to be 
taking on some of the more obvious characteristics of the standard RA. 
Perhaps this is because innovative experimental methods require 
greater elaboration, or maybe there is an irresistible pull for scientists 
towards the ‘empiricist repertoire’ of the IMRD format?

ii. Book reviews

While often neglected as a research genre, the book review plays an 
important role in disciplinary communication as the public evaluation 
of research. Normally editorially commissioned, reviews occur in many 
academic journals and most disciplines, although they are more com-
mon in the soft knowledge fields where books are more prominent forms 
of scholarship. Highly visible, often read and carefully considered, book 
reviews provide both junior and established academics with a platform 
to proclaim a public position without detailed argument, empirical 
data, or a protracted review process. As this informant stressed:

In philosophy a book review can go down as a serious contribution 
to research in the field and it will be cited because in that review it 
may be the first time a person has articulated an argument which 
other people have found persuasive. Philosophers really take book 
reviews seriously. They try very hard to say sometimes very smart. 
It’s also contributing to the knowledge in the field.

(Philosophy interview)

The review functions as ‘a change agent, creating a critical climate of 
opinion’ (Orteza y Miranda, 1996: 191), and is considered to be ‘a crucial 
site of disciplinary engagement’ (Hyland, 2004b: 41), allowing commu-
nity members to debate each other’s ideas and analyses in a public forum 
(Hyland, 2004b; Tse and Hyland, 2008). Unlike research articles, book 
reviews do not simply respond to a general body of impersonal literature 
but offer a direct, and often critical, encounter with a particular text and 
its author. Interactions here are a key element of the discourse, balancing 
critique and collegiality to send clear signals of how writers wish to posi-
tion themselves in relation to their readers, target author and disciplinary 
community. While all academic writing is evaluative in some way, book 
reviews are explicitly so (Hyland, 2004b), as in these examples:

19.   This is an excellent and timely book that should be in the 
library of every self-respecting Department of Biochemistry 
or Plant Science. 

(Biology)
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The authors’ treatment of psychometric issues is spotty and 
disorganized.

(Marketing)

This promise is not wholly fulfilled and the chapter disap-
pointingly concludes . . .

(Sociology)

Here, then, we see the workings of the peer group in perhaps its most 
nakedly normative role, publicly setting out standards, assessing merit 
and, indirectly, evaluating reputations. 

For these reasons, researchers have seen reviews as an ideal place to 
explore disciplinary values and rhetorical strategies. In a study of eval-
uation in 160 reviews, for example, I found a balance of praise and 
criticism overall, but a marked tendency for praise to be given to global 
aspects of the book (20) and criticism to be directed to specific issues 
(21) (Hyland, 2004b): 

20.  Would that this excellent paperback had been available 
20 years ago!

(Mechanical Engineering)

Challenging Codes is certainly the best introduction to the 
study of . . . 

(Sociology)

Simpson’s book is an excellent guide.
(Physics)

21.  On p. 195 it is not made clear why SO4
2– competitive inhibi-

tion of . . . 
(Biology)

But this claim turns out to be misleading.
(Philosophy)

It does not give much of an explanation why neural networks 
are useful, and does not derive any of the equations.

(Electrical Engineering)

This pattern reflects editors’ admonishments for reviewers to pro-
vide an overview of the text for prospective readers while raising 
particular problematic issues for the field, but it also limits the scope of 
negative comment. Global criticism condemns the entire work, a par-
ticularly threatening act, and this seems to have been avoided as far as 
possible in these reviews and, where it occurred, was often mitigated, 
either by diffusing the criticism in some way or by restricting it to an 
individual opinion (Hyland, 2004b). 



Research Discourses

91

There was also considerable disciplinary differences in the balance 
of evaluation with substantially more criticism in the soft disciplines. 
Praise tended to be more fulsome and criticism more acerbic in the soft 
knowledge papers, with the latter actually exceeding the former in phi-
losophy and sociology reviews. Because the issues in the social sciences 
and humanities are fairly loosely defined and inquiry tends to be treated 
as a reiterative process involving repeated close scrutiny of earlier 
problems, the appraisal of an individual’s work can be a significant means 
of getting to grips with important questions. Writers therefore sought to 
use this discursive space to explore issues in some depth, anchoring the 
text in the concerns of the wider discipline and often expounding their 
own views at length. Reviews in science and engineering, on the other 
hand, were much shorter and dominated by praise, which was almost 
twice as frequent per 1000 words as in the soft domains.  

There also appear to be gender differences in the rhetorical practices 
of book reviewers. Among the findings of Tse and Hyland’s (2008) study 
of metadiscourse in 56 reviews in biology and philosophy was that 
male writers tended to make bolder statements, boost their arguments 
more, and generally take a more confident and uncompromising line. A 
practice perhaps afforded them by seniority in the field, as these infor-
mants noted:

Yes scientists are mainly male . . . the imbalance is even greater 
when you go up the ladder. . . . It’s hard because part of being confi-
dent depends on how you’re perceived. You know, many people 
think women are not as good in writing that kind of ‘factual’ report. 
I know this perception is wrong but it affects how you see and pres-
ent yourself.

(Female Biology interview)

Unfortunately there is a huge gender imbalance in professional 
philosophy. The observation that men use more ‘I’ and are more 
assertive may be due to the hierarchical thing that the women feel 
that they have to be more careful or less assertive and this has to do 
with masculine aggressivity. 

(Male Philosophy interview)

It may be, however, that status, rather than gender is the key influ-
ence here, and overall our data tend to support Francis et al.’s (2001) 
contention that the academic writing of men and women exhibits far 
more similarities than differences. There were, in fact, greater varia-
tions between disciplines than between genders, with the philosophy 
reviews containing far more metadiscourse than the biology texts. 
Essentially metadiscourse is a collective term for various interpersonal 
features of discourse (Hyland, 2005b) and so it is not surprising to find 
it more frequently used in the more discursive, explicitly interpretive 
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soft fields. But we also need to recognize that the reviews were respond-
ing to very different kinds of books. As I noted earlier, while books 
written in philosophy are regarded as important vehicles for advancing 
scholarship and presenting original research, those in biology often 
assemble already codified knowledge for students. As a result, philoso-
phers wrote their reviews to engage, critique and expound upon fine 
points of argument, while this was not usually the case in biology.

Interestingly, however, while disciplinary activity encourages the 
performance of certain kinds of professional identities, there seem to be 
gender differences in the enactment of these identities. Female philoso-
phers tended to use more interactive metadiscourse, or features which 
manage information flow and signal the arrangement of texts with 
regard to readers’ likely understandings. Males, in contrast, used far 
more interactional features such as engagement markers and boosters 
which express greater attitude, commitment, and reader involvement. 
While both sets of options are available to both men and women, there 
is a clear gender-preferred argument repertoire, which several infor-
mants recognized:

Argument is central in our field, but there are different ways to do 
it [. . .] clarity and logic is most valued in the field and it is rela-
tively easy to learn how to write clearly and logically than to 
forcefully express something, because it only takes more practice to 
write clearly, but it may involve changing your own personality if 
you want a battle.

(Female Philosophy interview)

I won’t say men pay less attention to organizing their arguments. 
But I do want to do more than simply set out my views. I also want 
to convince people and present different views in a way such that 
some would carry greater force, . . . this is about the philosophical 
spirit of questioning and arguing.

(Male Philosophy interview)

The directly challenging style of philosophical debate described 
by Bloor (1996) as ‘mind-to-mind combat’, is therefore largely rejected 
by the female reviews in favour of the construction of a persona which 
respects philosophical values of rationality and careful exemplification.

In sum, while this is a potentially threatening genre, both for the 
author of the text reviewed and the community more generally, the 
review works because both writer and reader approach the text with 
‘mutual co-awareness’ of the other (Nystrand, 1987). Its meaning draws 
on both readers’ familiarity with research networks and disciplinary 
knowledge, and also of an interpretive framework which includes an 
understanding of appropriate social interactions.
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iii. Electronic journals

While there are other research genres worthy of discussion, I will con-
clude this already long chapter by looking at recent changes and future 
directions of published research. Scholarly publication is changing 
radically as a result of the internet, with submission practices, peer- 
review, publication methods, and access to the literature all undergoing 
development and change, especially as research funding agencies often 
require authors to submit their articles for inclusion on internet plat-
forms such as PubMedCentral or subject repositories. It is electronic 
journals, however, which have perhaps had the greatest impact on aca-
demic communication practices to date. The number of academic 
e-journals has increased from about 25 in 1991 to over 5,000 in 2001 
(Hovav and Gray, 2002). Today almost all academic journals have digi-
tal versions, with several moving entirely to electronic publication, and 
as libraries increasingly purchase subscriptions to the electronic 
versions this has become the principal source of access for academics.

The explosion of the digital dissemination of research has come 
about due to the same pressures for rapid publication and wider access 
which has propelled the growth of scientific letter journals. Clearly the 
typical publication delays of several months makes print journals a 
cumbersome format for disseminating the latest scientific research. An 
editorial in the Journal of Health Communication, for example, argues 
that the terrorist release of anthrax spores into the US postal system in 
2001 underlined a need for a 48 hour publishing deadline to alert clini-
cians and other healthcare specialists to new agents in order to avert 
epidemics and save lives (Ratzan, 2003). While such speeds involve 
radical new review procedures, many journals now publish electronic 
versions of papers as soon as they are peer-reviewed and ready, without 
waiting for proofreading by production staff or the assembly of a com-
plete issue, cutting production times by months. 

Such rapid publication times, however, are not rapid enough for all 
fast moving sciences and the exchange and sharing of information now 
often occurs well in advance of the final publication. New web-based 
tools enable academics to share their findings and so potentially remove 
the need to consult formal journal articles. In some fields such as 
astronomy and high-energy physics, for instance, the role of print jour-
nals in disseminating research has largely been replaced by preprint 
databases such as arXiv.org. While preprints have long been circulated 
among academics to communicate current results and get immediate 
feedback prior to publication, the posting of preprints on arXiv is now 
commonplace. It is true that material uploaded to such preprint data-
bases is eventually published in peer-reviewed journals, but this is 
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largely for purposes of quality control, archiving and establishing sci-
entific credit rather than communicating findings.

In addition to publication speed, e-journals potentially transform the 
way research is done by enabling more targeted and immediate litera-
ture searches. It is clear that the volume of scientific literature now 
greatly exceeds the ability of academics to identify all information ger-
mane to their research. Sophisticated search facilities are therefore now 
essential to allow convenient access to relevant e-published literature. 
The Scopus database, for instance, gives users fully searchable access 
to 40 million abstracts and 18,000 journal titles from 4,000 publishers, 
making it faster and more convenient to search and retrieve literature 
from the user’s office computer. These research opportunities are also 
extended to previously disenfranchized users around the world through 
the articles which are freely available online through Open Access 
channels of various kinds, most notably the UN sponsored HINARI, 
AGORA and OARE initiatives (see Chapter 8).

While the full discoursal and rhetorical impacts of electronic pub-
lishing on research reporting have yet to be described, or even realized 
(Hovav and Gray, 2002), the hypertextual character of the web allows 
more than improved access to text, figures, and high-resolution images. 
It is, in fact, a medium which actualizes intertextuality, transforming 
the potential connections between texts into real ones by giving readers 
immediate access to associated texts. The fact that e-journals allow 
writers to provide links to digitized graphics, video, sounds, animation, 
and equations through resources such as the ARTstor Digital Library or 
the NIST Digital Library of Mathematical Functions, for example, pro-
vides a very different reading experience by mixing the visual and the 
verbal in new ways. Kress (1998) characterizes this as a ‘tectonic shift’ 
in semiotic practices which requires new competencies to understand 
and use. This is because the meanings represented in these different 
ways cannot simply be translated across modes, but ‘offer fundamentally 
distinct possibilities for engagement with the world’ (Kress, 1998: 67). 

In addition, the ability to link immediately from a reference to the 
content of a source text through digital switchboards such as Cross-Ref 
not only enhances the efficiency of browsing the academic literature, 
but also enables readers to construct pathways through the text which 
better reflect their own specific research interests. This web of inter-
connected textual elements has important implications, as it transforms 
the familiar linear space of print and gives the reader greater freedom in 
how he or she can approach the text. As, Douglas noted a decade ago:

The beauty of hypertext is (. . .) that it propels us from the straight-
ened ‘either/or’ world that print has come to represent and into a 
universe where the ‘and/and/and’ is always possible. It is an 
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environment more conducive to relativistic philosophy and analy-
sis, where no single account is privileged over any others, yet, 
because it is written in code, writers can ensure that readers tra-
verse some bits of the argumentative landscape more easily and 
more frequently than others, or that readers are left to make their 
own connections between one bit of text and another.

(1998: 155)

Finally, the reference links that readers choose to follow are also 
likely to be of interest to bibliometricians and others who seek to track 
the ways which cognitive influence is exercised and social research 
networks operate (e.g. Cronin, 2001). Not only does this carry the poten-
tial to gain a greater understanding of how academic research is 
conducted and the extent of cross-disciplinary activity, but it may also 
mean that the principles of citation indexing can be applied more 
widely that at present. Currently the ISI, which measures the impact 
factor of articles and journals, has a coverage limited to a relatively 
small set of (overwhelmingly English language) periodicals, but the 
extension of citation indexing tools to open electronic publishing con-
texts means more accurate counting of a wider constituency. This 
means that work in currently non-indexed journals will be more visible 
and that citations to an individuals work, or perhaps even to an indi-
vidual’s contribution noted in acknowledgements, can be measured. 
Such practices are likely increase an academic’s standing and perhaps 
even impact on university promotion and tenure decisions. 

Such possibilities, together with other radical proposals such as 
those for self-publishing and open peer review lie in the future, but 
they suggest that electronic publishing has only just begun to have an 
effect on both research practices and discourses.

4.4 Conclusions
In this chapter I have provided something of an overview of the key 
discourses which communicate research and so carry the prestige of 
the academy. While it is only possible to scratch the surface of such a 
complex area in a single chapter, I have sketched central features of 
the main research genres and sought to show the connections between 
research products and processes. The chapter has also highlighted issues 
raised in earlier chapters, such as the promotionalism of academic com-
munication, its disciplinary character, and the fact that academics do 
not only produce texts that plausibly represent an external reality, but 
use language to acknowledge, construct and negotiate social relations. 
In the next chapter I turn to instructional discourses and, in particular, 
to the importance of talk in academic communication.
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While research discourses have gathered considerable celebrity and 
attention, genres concerned with the more work-a-day functions of 
teaching and learning have, until quite recently, been of less interest to 
researchers. Lectures, classroom teaching and textbooks, however, are 
the bread and butter of university life. Not only are they the genres 
which students are most likely to encounter, but they occupy much of 
the working lives of academics in preparation and delivery. Concerned 
with disseminating knowledge rather than constructing it, these genres 
function to establish both the content and the discourse of a discipline 
for students, acculturating newcomers into the schema of their fields. 

When students enter university they are faced with a range of adjust-
ments to the ways they are expected to learn, behave and understand 
the world. Among the most challenging of these is the need to extend 
their linguistic competence to deal with new demands of reading, 
listening, interpreting, recording and understanding required by uni-
versity study. As I have discussed in previous chapters, this not only 
involves the ability to work in a general academic register, but to cope 
with the demands of individual disciplines. Ballard and Clanchy made 
this clear many years ago:

Just as modes of analysis vary with disciplines and with the groups 
that practise them (physicists, psychologists, and literary critics), 
so too does language. For the student new to a discipline, the task 
of learning the distinctive mode of analysis . . . is indivisible from 
the task of learning the language of the discipline . . . One area of 
development cannot proceed without the other.

(1988: 17)

Competence in a discipline means understanding its concepts, its ways 
of working and its language, and this is largely achieved through the 
instructional discourses of the academy, particularly lectures, seminars 
and textbooks. 

5.1 University lectures
The large formal lecture is perhaps the prototypical genre of information-
transfer. Emphasizing transmission over negotiation and monologue 

5 Instructional discourses
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rather than dialogue, it is seen by universities as the most practical and 
cost-effective way of imparting subject content en masse to growing 
intakes of undergraduate students. Critics point out that lecturing is 
mainly a one-way form of communication, an institutionalized extended 
holding-of-the-floor that does not involve significant audience partici-
pation. But while teacher-led monologic sessions may be the traditional 
form of lecture, it is just one type of class session which can include 
small lectures, seminars, tutorials, ‘labinars’ and discussion sessions. 
A survey of 900 lecturers in four US universities by Ferris and Tagg 
(1996), for example, found a range of practices across different disciplines 
and graduate/undergraduate levels, with lecturing styles apparently 
evolving towards less formal, more conversational interactive styles. 

Academic speech genres have been largely neglected by discourse 
analysts until recently, however, and we know very little of how they 
vary within or between each other. This is, at least in part, because uni-
versity lectures have not traditionally been available to outsiders. It 
was only a few years ago, for example, that Flowerdew (2002: 110) 
complained about the lack of spoken corpora for academic purposes, a 
situation Nesi (2003) blames for discouraging research into spoken texts 
and for hindering the development of authentic lecturing materials for 
EAP students. This situation is now beginning to change, however, and 
this section highlights what we know of academic lectures. I restrict the 
term ‘lecture’ here to a classroom learning event of 40 students or more 
primarily led by a lecturer, although it may well involve contributions 
from students.1 I begin with a brief consideration of students’ percep-
tions and experiences of the genre.

i. Comprehension and perceptions

The centrality of lectures to undergraduate teaching and learning has 
long been recognized. It is also widely acknowledged, however, that 
listening to lectures can present a considerable processing burden to 
students, especially those working in a foreign language (e.g. Flowerdew, 
1994). Comprehending lectures is challenging for students as it requires 
two main cognitive operations: First, academic listening involves 
‘bottom-up’ processing of language input in real time, requiring stu-
dents to attend to data in the incoming stream of speech signals. Second, 
it also draws on ‘top-down’ analysis of what is being said by utilizing 
prior knowledge and expectations to create meaning (Rost, 1990). 

Research shows that among the most significant demands affecting 
students’ effective comprehension of lectures are:

The speed of the lecturer’s delivery 
The failure of humour to cross cultural boundaries 
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A lack of understanding of phonological structuring of dis-
course organization
Difficulties of engaging in the participatory style of lecture 
preferred by western lecturers 
The lecturer’s use of unknown vocabulary and specialist 
terminology
Maintaining concentration for 50 minutes or longer
Identifying the topic, main themes and ideas of a lecture and 
how these are connected
Taking effective notes of the main points
Coping with the demands of simultaneous visual and verbal 
inputs

 (List compiled from Flowerdew, 1994; Flowerdew and Miller, 1996; 
Thompson, 2003). Lectures are therefore both linguistically and cogni-
tively demanding, and L2 students are likely to experience greater 
difficulty with each of these skills. 

One reason for these difficulties is that students often have little idea 
of what to expect when their studies begin, typically anticipating a dry, 
monologic delivery of core material and basic facts, where the tutor 
is ‘the main giver of information’ (Furneaux, et al., 1991: 80). Such 
expectations can be a major obstacle to comprehension for learners, as 
‘not only the language forms (vocabulary, syntax, etc.) but also the 
underlying cultural grammar and interpretive strategies my be initially 
unknown’ (Benson, 1994: 181). 

Flowerdew and Miller (1996), for example, found this was particu-
larly problematic for undergraduates in Hong Kong, where there was 
a serious mismatch in both perceptions and behaviours between the 
students and their British lecturers. While most lecturers talked about 
using lectures to help develop students’ judgements and thinking skills, 
the students simply saw them as a way of getting the core facts from 
the course. They regarded the lecturer as an uncontested authority and 
lectures as a means of effecting a one-way transfer of information. 
The authors attribute this to a clash of academic cultures, forcefully 
expressed by one of their lecturers in this way:

They [the students] sit there like goldfish with their mouths open 
waiting for me to pour information into them. . . . They only experi-
ence a system which requires them to learn the ‘right’ answer and 
to regurgitate it. The concept of evaluation, analysis etc. appears to 
be totally lacking.

(Flowerdew and Miller, 1996: 125)
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Other studies have focused on particular features of lectures and stu-
dents’ responses to these. Simpson (2004), for instance, points to the 
potential difficulties for students caused by high-frequency multi-word 
clusters such as the thing is, you could say and look at it like, which can 
be used to focus the discussion, negate a point or introduce complexities. 
Similarly, discourse markers such as right, well and OK, which indicate 
shifts in the exposition (Swales and Malczewski, 2001), and ‘phonologi-
cal paragraphing’,2 which chunks spoken discourse into paragraph 
planning units (Thompson, 2003), appear to be crucial to understanding 
lectures. Finally, research also shows how schematic knowledge of the 
different ways of structuring a lecture is vital to comprehension. Listen-
ers must create a mental map of the organization of the lecture as a 
‘sequential-hierarchic network-structure’ (Givon, 1995: 64) in which 
information is not only received linearly but where topics and sub-topics 
are structured and connections made. In other words, without a familiar 
framework for situating information, students find it extremely difficult 
to follow a lecturer’s argument (Allison and Tauroza, 1995).

Lectures themselves, however, are often aware of students’ difficul-
ties and employ various strategies to assist comprehension. In their 
Hong Kong data, for instance, Flowerdew and Miller (1997) observed 
lecturers adopting these techniques:

Features of language: attention to micro-structuring and verbal 
labelling of main points
Interpersonal: attempting to make lectures less threatening, 
personalization, checking
Structuring: use of narrative thread, macro-signals of organiza-
tion, rhetorical questions
Other media: use of visual aids, pre- and post-reading material 
and tutorial discussion

These strategies, however, are rarely found in materials designed to 
prepare students for university study. Textbooks typically depart 
from an authentic lecture experience, for example, by requiring stu-
dents to listen and take notes from short extracts which contain no 
visual material and involve a speaker reading from a script (Tauroza, 
2001; Thompson, 2003). The emphasis, in other words, is limited to 
practising discrete, bottom-up listening skills, while more global and 
interactive features are largely neglected. One reason for this is that 
textbooks are frequently informed by research conducted in controlled, 
non-naturalistic conditions which fail to capture either the spoken 
features of face-to-face monologic discourse or replicate the student 
lecture experience.



Academic Discourse

100

ii. Informality and information 

The development of spoken academic corpora in the last few years has 
provided greater access to authentic academic speech3 and begun to 
both increase our understanding of lecture discourse and inform EAP 
pedagogy.4 Perhaps the most striking feature revealed by these analyses 
is that, at least at first glance, lectures appear to depart from our general 
impressions of academic discourse and contain many linguistic charac-
teristics that seem closer to conversation. This example from the 
MICASE corpus gives some idea of this (dots denote micro pauses):

1.  Darwin’s not the only one who, notices that. lots of competing 
theorists are noticing the same thing, that in . . . that organisms 
seem to . . . match with . . . adapt to their environments. what 
Darwin does that’s different, from the other theories of evolu-
tion, is propose that the mechanism by which that adaptation 
occurs and the mechanism that he proposes is natural selec-
tion. <PAUSE: 05> now I wanna spend a little bit of time 
talking about natural selection because, but f- first I’ll just read 
this definition which is any inherited characteristics, that 
increase the likelihood of survival in reproduction are selected 
for, if it helps you it’s gonna be selected for, and any that 
decrease the likelihood of survival, are selected against. now 
uh, one of the things that’s . . . hard to get about natural selec-
tion is often . . . people think about natural selection as being 
this sentient knowledgeable all-knowing guided planful . . . 
thing out there . . . as though . . . nature natural selection has a 
grand plan for each of us . . . and it’s gonna determine what 
things are good and what things are bad. um in fact last night 
I was watching with Michael we were flipping through the 
Discovery Channel and they had a program on, about. . . . these 
guys who were diving down to three hundred feet underneath 
the water trying to find a species of fish . . . 

This extract from an Introduction to Psychology lecture given to 
250 students illustrates the colloquial character of much impromptu 
lecturing. We see, for example, the hesitations, false starts, fragments 
and repetitions typical of online production, as well as filled pauses, 
contractions (gonna and wanna), vagueness (thing, a little bit) and 
informal constructions (what Darwin does is, one of the things that’s 
hard to get, these guys) familiar from casual conversation. There is 
also considerable effort invested in directly acknowledging and engag-
ing with a live audience, as the speaker takes care to set out what she 
will do, anticipates how the students might react to the idea of natural 
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selection and provides a personal example involving watching TV with 
her partner. Finally, turning to grammar, we might note the clausal 
structure of the piece and see how the text is composed of a series of 
conversation-like short clauses rather than the phrasal syntax of text-
books (e.g. Biber, 2006). 

But while lectures tend to have many of the features of conversation, 
they also follow the conventions of an academic register. Research tells 
us, for instance, that lectures are heavily hedged, particularly in human-
ities and social science disciplines, although this is not always for the 
traditional reasons of uncertainty or modesty. Poos and Simpson (2002) 
observe that the high frequency of ‘sort of/sorta’ and ‘kind of/kinda’ in 
arts and social science lectures often serve to socialize undergraduate 
students into the discipline by highlighting the negotiability of rela-
tively vague terms such as culture and communication. Lectures also 
tend to be highly reflexive (Mauranen, 2001) with an abundance of 
metadiscursive expressions used to structure on-going speech. As we 
can see from the extract above, lecturers like to heavily signpost their 
presentations. Framing constructions (now I wanna spend a little bit of 
time talking about natural selection), and what Swales and Malczewski 
(2001) call ‘new episode flags’ (OK, now, right), which mark shifts 
in the discourse, can help enormously in guiding students through a 
lecture (Crawford Camiciottoli, 2004).

The extract also suggests the importance of definitions and examples 
in lectures. In a study of 16 lectures, for instance, Flowerdew (1992) 
found there was a definition about every 2 minutes as lecturers intro-
duced terms on the fly, as in these examples from MICASE: 

2.  what is a false reference blank? okay that is any reference 
blank that that is incorrectly designed and it happens in 
research all the time

if the cation is a hydrogen ion H-plus, then we’ll be calling it 
an acid if it’s got O-H-minus we call it a base, and if it’s got 
oxygen O-two-minus, we call it an acid-anhydride.

Swales (2001) and Simpson (2004) also note the high frequency of 
formulaic expressions in lectures which function to manage the dis-
course and highlight key information, much like in written academic 
genres (Hyland, 2008a):

3.  Sun, just two years ago by default wouldn’t compile ANSI-C 
you had to tell them specially, compile ANSI-C for me. so, the 
point is these, slight differences among versions of the lan-
guage, do impact us in a practical way.
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 but actually it turns out that the blood stream is not a particu-
larly hospitable place, for cancer cells and in fact very few 
cancer cells, actually survive the trip.

but the thing is, it’s perfectly elastic, so it was it had become 
a correspondence that C-F could be anything, as long as, 
number one holds.

Such similarities with written academic texts are a consequence of 
the need to construe experience in ways which encourage learners to 
think about content not just as facts, but as complex systems. It is a lan-
guage suited to talking about thinking itself and about sets of complex 
relationships. This involves presenting material in certain conventional 
ways which require, in part, speakers and writers to explicitly label 
their discourse structure and direction, highlight key points and rework 
utterances to offer a reformulation or concrete instance of what they 
have said.

iii. Interaction and evaluation

Perhaps counter intuitively, the most distinguishing feature of aca-
demic lectures is their relatively high levels of involvement and 
interactivity: the ways they bring the speaker and audience closer and 
so add a dimension that is absent from most textbooks. Interactive lec-
turing, where the lecturer speaks from notes or visuals, for example, 
seems to be growing in popularity in the UK (Flowerdew, 1994). 

In part, interactivity is achieved by the kinds of explicit signalling 
of intent I mentioned above as speakers frame stretches of talk to 
actively engage listeners, but we can also see how other features con-
tribute to learner involvement in this short extract from a MICASE 
biology lecture. Here, through the informal label ‘folks’, inclusive pro-
nouns, questions and the adoption of a personal stance, the speaker 
takes the trouble to address his audience directly:

4.  okay folks. I think I’m gonna, bring us back now. um, so I 
wanna talk now about micro-evolution, which is usually 
defined as the mechanism of evolution. um I first wanna make 
clear a couple of things. um first of all what is it exactly that 
evolves? I mean we’ve all talked about how our ideas are 
evolving or our, our um, our relationships evolve but as bio-
logical beings . . . individual organisms do not evolve.

Woven into the ideational content concerning how the concept of 
evolution should be understood are statements which call attention 
to the discourse itself and its possible reception. These statements 
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provide information about how the lecture will be organized and about 
the relationship the speaker wants to establish with her audience. 

One of the most obvious mechanisms a speaker can use to establish 
a relationship with an audience is pronominal reference. Walsh (2004) 
adopts Goffman’s (1981) notion of ‘footing’ to make the point that while 
the relationship between lecture participants remains relatively fixed 
at the level of speech event, the speaker can vary this at utterance level 
by adopting different allegiances and projecting different roles onto 
students. This is most easily done in English by exploiting the vague-
ness of pronoun reference; shifting the scope of you and we to more 
directly engage students in both the material and the learning process. 
This is clear in the use of ‘inclusive we’ in acts of discourse framing to 
involve students in the unfolding speech event:

5.  and yes this is up on the web <PAUSE : 15> are we okay? oh 
we have time to do this okay. now, let’s do the Marxist over 
here first, because this is what we’ve just done and then I 
wanna contrast it with liberal pluralists.

We and you play a key role in creating an atmosphere of interaction 
and involvement in lectures and are often used to include students in 
the community of experts, drawing them into the processes of disci-
plinary research and the questions which motivate them:

6.  what we want to know is which is the most parsimonious 
cladogram. that’s what you would be, that’s the question that 
you’re asking, in doing a particular analysis. the first thing 
you wanna do is you have a bunch of traits that you’ve 
observed, on these organisms, then you want to know how to 
analyze these traits. the first thing you have to do since you 
only want to look at shared derived features, features that are 
not primitive, and features that are shared, is that you have to 
determine polarity. how do you know whether something’s a 
primitive trait or a derived trait? 

Second person pronouns also function to involve students when dis-
cussing the occurrence or existence of something. They can, for example, 
be used to replace more predictable passive or there structures (Exam-
ple 7), or to assign students roles in hypothetical worlds of action to 
bring alive examples or cases (Example 8):

7.  so just because we can’t see bacteria, doesn’t mean we can’t 
study them scientifically, because we have microscopes and 
other machines that can help us see bacteria
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8.  if there was a wrongful death, so you could go to the govern-
ment, and you could petition, the shogun, you could petition 
the government and say, I wish to have a license to go and kill 
somebody as a vendetta, and they would grant you that.

In addition to inclusive pronouns, evaluative language helps to 
create and negotiate interpersonal relations between the speaker and 
an audience. Bamford (2004), for instance, points to the importance of 
signalling nouns such as problem which is often used in lectures to 
prospectively or retrospectively frame a stretch of talk in the judgments 
of the discipline, alerting students to the shared norms and understand-
ings of the field. 

9.  and, another problem is, that he’s often misrepresented and 
simplified, by both folks who . . . are Marxist or claim to be 
Marxist and by folks who, oppose Marxism.

 so they therefore are not totally respectful of the idea of other 
people owning land. so that’s another problem.

Perhaps more explicitly, evaluations function interactively in cases 
where the lecturer takes a clear stance towards the propositional con-
tent of his or her talk using modal verbs and stance adverbs (Biber, 
2006). In Biber’s data, modals frequently signalled upcoming informa-
tion or future topics (we will look at, I’d like you to), but they are also 
widely used to express possibility in the MICASE lectures, particularly 
would and might. Lecturers also frequently use stance adverbs, some-
times to identify information as factual and beyond dispute (Example 
10), but more generally to express likelihood and convey something of 
the tentativeness of academic discourse (Example 11):

10.  . . . this high frequency is definitely not due to the fact that 
this allele confers any advantage.

 . . . and in fact if you look, one or two days after you’ve injected 
those cancer cells in the lungs, you will find lots of cancer 
cells, lodged in the lungs.

11.  presumably, this is not a five-H-T-two-A receptor. but, some 
other one is. and it’s, probably postsynaptic.

 . . . the blood vessel they’re, li- most likely to invade into is 
gonna be a very tiny capillary cuz it’s got the thinnest wall.

Finally, a word about questions. Successful interaction depends on a 
sense of co-occupation of the same social space and questions are a 
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frequent means of making the shared here and now a salient feature of 
the discourse. In fact, questions in lectures play both textual and inter-
personal roles, organizing the flow of information and indicating a 
desire for a more dialogic discourse. Not all questions expect a response 
however, and the majority of questions in lectures fail to open the floor 
to students at all. Instead, they tend to be either rhetorical, pulling stu-
dents along with the monologue, or act as comprehension checks, 
ensuring that students are following the line of argument. This extract 
from a MICASE management lecture gives some flavour of these uses:

12.  There are three questions you wanna ask, when you wanna 
know, if people are motivated or not. The first one is direc-
tion right? Where is their effort directed? What tasks are 
getting done? Right? This, basic thing, where is their effort 
directed? The second, is amplitude right? How much effort 
are they devoting, to a particular task? How much of a task is 
getting done? That’s the second diagnostic question when we 
wanna figure out if people are motivated, or not, to do some-
thing that we want, that we want them to get done. Finally 
persistence, right? How long does their effort last? How long 
are they doing a particular task? Okay those are the three, 
questions for, detecting whether in fact, what we want to 
motivate, is being motivated right? 

Overall, it is clear that not everything which occurs in a lecture 
works to convey information. Speakers not only seek to ensure that the 
information they present is intelligible, but also that it is understood, 
accepted and, hopefully, acted upon. Students must be drawn in, 
engaged, motivated to follow along, and perhaps be persuaded by the 
discourse and to do this speakers attempt to shape their texts to the 
anticipated expectations and requirements of receivers. 

5.2 Seminars
Although lectures tend to predominate at lower levels of university 
instruction, classes often become smaller and the interaction in them 
more frequent as students progress. Seminars seek to further the disci-
plinary acculturation of graduate and advanced students and are often 
based around texts, groupwork activities (Northcott, 2001) or student 
presentations (Basturkmen, 2002; Weissberg, 1993). Essentially, how-
ever, they can be seen as relatively informal, small group, tutor-led 
events at which everyone present is asked to participate. This overt 
participation is highly regarded by students and appears to make 
instruction more effective (Morell, 2007). It can also encourage greater 
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involvement by non-native English speaking students (Kang, 2005), 
although interaction may simply increase the cognitive demands of an 
already difficult listening task (Northcott, 2001). Once again, however, 
we know very little about how this genre works or its impact on learning, 
although research allows us to say something about its key features.

i. Interactivity and personalization

Clearly, explicit interactivity is a defining feature of seminars. The 
MICASE statistics, for example, show that students contributed 35 per 
cent of the total words in the seminar corpus compared with just 6 per 
cent in the large lectures. Class size and students’ knowledge of the 
subject will obviously influence how far participation is possible, but 
equally important is the skill of the tutor in facilitating it. Interactivity 
in spoken discourse requires speakers to demonstrate their involve-
ment in the flow of talk and engagement in a shared context. They do 
this largely by expressing a personal stance to the topic and by referring 
to themselves and addressees, which means that we find seminars con-
tain more of the features identified by Morell (2004) as characteristic of 
interactive lectures: personal pronouns, discourse markers, elicitations, 
questions and negotiation. 

One way we can see the distinctiveness of seminars is to make use of 
the Wordsmith KeyWords5 tool, which highlights statistically signifi-
cant differences between corpora. This shows us that the words which 
best distinguish seminars from large lectures in MICASE are those 
which also characterize the interactivity of informal conversation, that 
is I, yeah, mhm, know, like, right, um. More helpfully, we can see the 
distinctiveness of seminars by comparing the extensive use of personal 
pronouns in this genre. Table 5.1, for instance, shows that the MICASE 
seminars contain almost 50 per cent more cases than the large lecture 
corpus. While these findings may be skewed by low frequencies,6 they 
indicate some key differences between the two genres and something of 
the interaction that occurs in them. 

Table 5.1 Personal reference in seminars and large lectures (per 1,000 words)

 I Me

You
(Subject 

and 
object) We Us Let’s Totals

Seminars 29.5 1.7 28.7 7.9 0.8 0.6 69.2

Large lectures 13.8 1.3 21.6 10.2 0.8 1.0 48.7
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It is not surprising to find fewer cases of we in the seminars, for 
example. Audience inclusive we tends to be the predominant form in 
spoken academic discourse (Fortanet, 2004), and I noted above that in 
lectures it largely works to reduce the distance between speaker and 
audience to promote awareness of a common purpose. The greater 
social and physical proximity of the graduate seminar, however, per-
haps makes such explicit structuring of involvement less urgent. In 
most seminars there tends to be greater overlap of knowledge and more 
opportunities provided by the context for participants to see how they 
might contribute to the discussion.

Something of the immediacy and interactivity of the seminar is also 
shown by the more frequent use of I and you in the seminars, and this 
also points to the different ways that speakers tend to engage with each 
other in these events. Table 5.2, for example shows that the pronoun 
you collocates principally with cognition verbs such as think and know 
in the seminars and with verbs of perception and ability like look, see 
and can in the lectures. At first glance, this might suggest that perhaps 
there is more emphasis on speaker stance and direct participant involve-
ment in the seminars and more concern with the management of 
learning in lectures. 

Essentially, as we noted above, you is often used by lecturers to 
orientate listeners to the discourse and focus students’ attention on 
the topic. The clusters (or frequently occurring sequences) shown in 
Table 5.2 are common ways of doing this: 

13.  . . . you have to convert, to capital X and capital Y. okay? 

. . . you can see you just get slightly different results. 

 . . . so if you look in your guide, you’ll see that some plants, 
are rated, for their hardiness

Table 5.2 Main collocates of ‘you’ in MICASE seminars and lectures

Seminars Lectures

you know you 81 and you know 49 you have to 81 you have a 44

you know I 75 that you know 48 you can see 79 that you can 43

you know the 72 you know that 42 you look at 55 so if you 40

uh you know 65 do you know 40 if you look 48 and if you 38

um you know 52 you know uh 37 and you can 47 you know you 38
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In the seminars, however, you occurs principally with the verb know, 
which on closer study is only partly due to the speaker attributing 
understanding to others. More often, it occurs in the unplanned speech 
of student contributors to buy time as they organize their thoughts: 

14.  Student: then like the other one is like, totally strong and 
you know but, Offred is like, she’s more like what a Christian 
woman should be because she’s not like, you know too 
extreme or too evil 

 Student: uh well you know you can claim that the, overall 
picture you know could be, uh you know that it’s correlated 
with many things and and that there’s not necessarily a causal 
relationship

The frequency of this pattern as a floor holding strategy in the seminar 
discourse indicates the online planning and direct orientation to inter-
locutors typical of less formal oral genres and illustrates the very different 
patterns of a more egalitarian discourse than found in the lectures. 

The most striking difference between the seminars and lectures, 
however, is in the use of the first person, with twice as many examples 
in the seminars (see Table 5.1 above). The pronoun I often occurs in 
cetain fixed patterns or clusters and helps confirm  Biber et al’s. (2004) 
observation that classroom teaching contains far more stance clusters 
than either conversation or written academic genres. In the seminar 
corpus where clusters with I overwhelmingly convey attitudes or 
assessments of relative certainty: 

15.  Student: mhm. Although I think that Benjamin himself 
doesn’t, necessarily see all the advantages and disadvantages.

 Student: so, you know I think that that’s, that’s an incomplete 
solution, and I don’t think it’s, the cure all that you’re, you’re 
claiming it is.

In fact, by far the most frequent 3-word I cluster in the seminar data 
is I don’t know. This is a collocation which can express the speaker’s 
unfamiliarity or uncertainty with a topic, but which more often helps 
oil the interactional wheels. This is typically achieved either by inter-
jecting a personal note into an academic comment, or by hedging a 
statement to tone down its impact on the hearer, as in this exchange:

16.  Student: um, yeah, famille d’yeux I don’t know, that’s a good 
question. cuz I saw this being a, a poem very much between, 
the narrator and les yeux des pauvres, and not, the narrator 
and this woman
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 Tutor: um, I don’t know, I feel like it would, it would kinda 
cheat, the s- the strength of the satire. Okay? So unless you 
mean, something like, well actually within this novel, we see 
instances of, real service or you know, um, persecution that 
should be borne, right? Unless you mean that, uh I don’t 
know, I don’t quite, I don’t quite follow why, you are, object-
ing the way you are.

Such strategies are useful to both lecturers attempting to maintain social 
cohesion by reducing the privileged status of their contributions and 
students wishing to avoid appearing too unfashionably swotish.

ii. Turns and exchanges

I have, until now, illustrated aspects of spoken discourse as isolated 
example utterances, but we have to remember that seminars are dia-
logic, or often multi-logic, in that the discourse is jointly constructed 
and multi-authored. While often including lengthy monologic episodes, 
they typically evolve through the taking of successive, relatively short, 
turns by different participants. These may be unsolicited questions and 
comments by students to the tutor or student presenters, but more often 
they are orchestrated by a tutor-led discussion following some initial 
presentation or group work. 

Questions are important here. Unlike their role in managing the flow 
and understanding of information in lectures, questions in seminars are 
oriented to content and function to raise issues, introduce information 
and get responses. The hierarchical relationships of the lecture remain 
however, as most questions come from the seminar leader, either thrown 
out generally or through nomination:

17.  Tutor: what do you think? [S4: um] things you would change? 
If any? 

 Tutor: Jeremy, why don’t you start and, tell us what your, 
thoughts were about this.

 Tutor: does anyone else wanna tease anything else out of that 
poem?

 Tutor: uh does the audience have any questions they want to 
ask either of the teams? Yeah, Harry? 

While questions are typically designed to elicit the knowledge and 
experience of the students, they also serve to guide the interaction and 
structure the discourse. 
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In her study of student-to-student discussions following case-study 
presentations in MBA seminars, for example, Basturkmen (2002) found 
that the most frequent pattern of interaction was the simple Initiation–
Response–Feedback sequence. This was originally identified by Sinclair 
and Coulthard (1991) as the basic exchange unit in school classrooms, 
as here:

Initiation Teacher: Where does he live?
Response Student:  Rome
Follow-up  Teacher:  Rome, yes

The remaining interactions in the seminars involved an elabora-
tion of this pattern, with the first speaker using the follow-up move to 
re-initiate another sequence. Basturkmen notes that this typically 
occurred when the speaker was dissatisfied with a response, with 
the exchange continuing until reaching an acceptable outcome. In the 
MICASE data however, such extended chains of utterances are the 
spine of the discourse. This is a key way in which this genre develops 
as the seminar leader works to draw more students into the discourse 
and create a discussion. 

Ultimately, then, interlocutors work together to jointly construct and 
negotiate meaning through a dialogic process in which ideas and views 
emerge. This example is typical of this process:

18.  Initiation: Tutor: what do you think?

 Response:  S13: don’t you need to you have to 
do undergrad before you do PhD. 

Follow up/initiation: Tutor: yeah, so?

 Response:  S13: so if there’s less people going to 
undergraduate school then there’s 
less people available to go, get a PhD. 

Follow up/initiation:  Tutor: absolutely there’s a, uh you 
know that’s right, fewer people and 
what what else might happen? why 
are these things like you didn’t actu-
ally link it [S12: right] specifically in 
your paper but, they’re they are 
linked, yeah. 

Response:  S2: there’ll be uh a skew in, in the 
type of information that is produced 
and in the type of research perhaps 
that is uh, that they partake in. 
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Follow up/initiation:  Tutor: why would that be? 

Response:  S2: well if you, if there’s a decrease 
in minorities for instance, in the 
undergraduate and then therefore 
there’s a decrease in minorities then 
in the PhD program, there’s less, 
research just by the the the trends, 
that have been taken. uh more peo-
ple tend to do research that is 
pertinent to themselves.

While tutor questions help drive the discussions, not all contribu-
tions are explicitly solicited. Individuals respond to each other, or more 
usually the tutor, to express a view or comment on what has been said. 
Interestingly, these utterances rely heavily on concession and the inter-
personal paraphernalia of spoken interaction, with due care given to 
the protection of personal face and the maintenance of group solidarity. 
Making a contribution to a seminar is an assertion of power and so calls 
for mitigation. Here, for example, we see some of the ways that students 
mark their interventions with appropriate tentativeness and humility: 

19.  He also sort of attributes that conformity to um, the fact that, 
like Haussmann and um, the emperor were basically just, sort 
of in bed with the same five, real estate companies right? 

Another thing there is, I don’t know exactly how that works 
but, but I thought it was interesting the way that all those, 
um, new apartments, had, like the, the side that faced the, 
the street was, the living room and the dining room and so, 
in a sense like, the, the everyday life is also uniformed in its 
relation of the public and private, areas. 

. . . but, but I don’t think she is though. I think that her, it 
could be interpreted that way but I don’t think that’s the way 
she uh . . . 

Finally, seminar discourse is also fashioned through student ques-
tions. These are largely requests for clarification on certain points of 
content and, interestingly, they are often prefaced with an explicit 
labelling of the speech act, possibly to reduce the abruptness of an 
intervention or any suspicion that the contribution might be seeking to 
challenge what has gone before. These examples are typical:

19.  S8:  can I ask a quick question? um, are the percentages, what 
are can you just, explain the percentages again to me? 
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S3:  okay my question is, how do we know that the numina 
does not already have these, processes already involved?

S3:  I have a question [Tutor: yeah] so the main difference 
between the- this hypothesis and the other one is that 
the action of, the serotonin is either presynaptic or 
postsynaptic?

Such requests are common in the MICASE seminar data and once 
again underline the role that negotiation of meaning plays in this 
instructional discourse, allowing different participants to work together 
to arrive at a mutual understanding of their utterances and the topic. 

This overview is clearly very preliminary and there are many other 
features of this genre worthy of study. We might, for example, profit-
ably explore the role of humour and irony, rephrasing and elaboration, 
topic management, the expression of evaluation and the oral style of 
student presentations themselves. I hope to have shown, however, that 
the graduate seminar is a rich and interesting discourse which will 
amply reward further study.

5.3 Undergraduate textbooks
Textbooks are indispensable to academic life, facilitating the profes-
sional’s role as a teacher and constituting one of the primary means by 
which the concepts and analytical methods of a discipline are acquired. 
They play a major role in the learners’ experience and understanding of 
a subject by providing a coherently ordered epistemological map of the 
disciplinary landscape and, through their textual practices, can help 
convey the values and ideologies of a particular academic culture. This 
link to the discipline is crucial for novices seeking to extend their com-
petence into new areas of knowledge and trying to cope with the specific 
demands of a new interpretive community. Thus students, particularly 
in the sciences, often see textbooks as concrete embodiments of the 
knowledge of their field. 

University textbooks, however, are, once again, something of a 
neglected genre. Little is known about their rhetorical structure, their 
relationship to other genres, or the ways that they vary across disci-
plines. This section looks at this important genre to examine the ways 
that textbook authors speak to students, and indirectly to their peers, in 
constructing a plausible vision of their disciplines.

i. Authority and intertextuality

Textbooks are widely regarded, particularly by undergraduate students, 
as repositories of codified knowledge and disciplinary lore: places 
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where the accepted theories of a discipline are defined and acknowl-
edged fact represented. Brown  refers to this as canonizing discourse:

At any point in time, the canon is fixed in that it represents as con-
ventional wisdom that any competent member of the discipline 
would except as uncontroversial. In this way the canon presents a 
view of the discipline that epitomizes and underscores the disci-
plines own sense of identity and intellectual tradition.

(1993: 65)

The canon then, is a dominant perspective that helps construct a coher-
ent conception of what the discipline is and what it stands for. It is an 
ideological representation of stability and authority. Bakhtin (1981: 
427) refers to this as ‘undialogized’ discourse: privileged in its absolute 
definition of reality, thus the textbook represents an attempt to shape 
and order the disputes, controversies and variety of a field, reducing 
the mulitivocity of past texts to a single voice of authority. 

So textbooks are both evidence of a paradigm (Kuhn, 1970) and exam-
ples of intertextuality. That is, the property that texts have of being com-
prised of ‘snatches of other texts, which may be explicitly demarcated 
or merged in, and which the text may assimilate, contradict, ironically 
echo, and so forth’ (Fairclough, 1992: 84). Textbooks are, by definition, 
composed of other texts. Their value depends on them representing the 
issues, ideas, current beliefs and chief findings of the discipline by bor-
rowing and incorporating these from their original sources. Other texts 
are adopted for a new audience and developed through commentary, 
tasks, examples or analyses, with the original words of their authors 
being recast as bullet points, sidebars, flowcharts, paraphrases, summa-
ries or otherwise worked into a new discourse and recoverable from it. 

In addition to such explicit intertextuality, however, textbooks also 
borrow interdiscursively from the conventions, values and practices of 
their fields. Most obviously, there are differences in the form and pre-
sentation of textbooks. Those in business studies, for example, often 
resemble coffee-table books and display marketing norms in their use 
of colour and glossy presentation, while the taxonomies and electron 
micrographs common in biology textbooks help represent and construct 
a knowable, objective world. More importantly, writers draw on the 
genres, models and beliefs of their communities in constructing their 
material, representing their field in particular ways. They are not con-
cerned only with presenting an accessible introduction to subject 
matter, but with providing students with a framework for understand-
ing the field. In economics, for example, the repetition of patterns 
which move from general statements about economic processes to his-
torical or hypothetical examples helps acculturate students into a 
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disciplinary schema (Bondi, 1999). Similarly, the structure of geology 
textbooks, based on the cycle of past processes producing present geo-
logical features which in turn provide evidence for these processes, 
reflect the basic taxonomic principles of the discipline (Love, 1993). 

Textbooks thus both contain evidence of other texts and of the 
‘ways of seeing’ of their disciplines. They are also creatures of their 
communities in other ways, and in particular in the roles they play in 
different fields. In hard knowledge fields the discipline appears to be 
defined in its textbooks, embodying its truths and current areas of pro-
fessional activity. So, in the sciences and hard social sciences, certitude, 
abstract nominalizations, thematic structure and style, seem to rein-
force existing paradigms. In philosophy and composition, on the other 
hand, textbooks are altogether more circumspect and are often impor-
tant vehicles for presenting original research (e.g. Gebhardt, 1993). The 
regular publication of new editions of textbooks in communication 
theory and marketing, for example, both updates fast changing informa-
tion and disseminates new work. 

ii. Audiences and literacies

For many students textbooks do not only represent the knowledge and 
methods of a discipline but also provide a model of literacy practices: 
how the discipline discusses what it knows. But while students attempt 
to acquire the specialized narratives of their community along with its 
subject knowledge, the language used in setting out a canon is very 
different from that of arguing for new claims (e.g. Hyland, 2004b). In 
concealing much of the argumentative nature of science, the textbook 
reshuffles its discourse to replace the novel and provisional with the 
familiar and accredited. 

For one thing, authors feel less need to explicitly reference earlier 
work. Because they are attempting to weave currently accepted knowl-
edge into a coherent whole rather than construct academic facts, tying 
ideas to their sources is less imperative. This absence of acknowledg-
ment itself bestows an implicit acceptance on what is reported and 
establishes a very different representational context. While students in 
the soft fields are more likely to encounter argument structures which 
reach outside the text by citing the source of claims, evidence in the 
sciences is largely presented in terms of general experimental work or 
unassigned activity in the field:

20.  Surface structures of the pathogenic Neisseria have been the 
subject of intense microbiological investigations for some 
time.

(Biology)
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 A great amount of research has been carried out in the past 
years to improve the toughness of ceramic materials.

(Physics)

 Experiments indicate that such behavior does indeed occur 
for impact velocities in excess of the critical impact velocity, 
and. . . .

(Mechanical Engineering)

It has also often been noted that textbooks contain far more unmodified 
assertions than other forms of academic writing, disdaining the caution 
of research genres to underscore the factual status of propositions (e.g. 
Latour and Woolgar, 1979). As in these examples:

21.  It is a well-established fact that if the mechanical resonance 
frequency occurs inside or near the servo bandwidth, the 
loop’s stability is degraded . . . 

(Mechanical Engineering)

It is generally agreed that the stigma attached to divorce has 
been considerably reduced. This, in itself, will make divorce 
easier. 

(Sociology)

Einstein suggested that this might be possible, and indeed 
this has been experimentally confirmed countless times and 
forms the basis for many important processes.

(Biology)

When qualifications are omitted the result is both greater certainty 
and less deference, reflecting a different attitude to both information 
and readers. Here is a pedagogic model where the expert is distin-
guished from the novice and the process of learning treated as a one-way 
transfer of knowledge. The student, in other words, is initiated through 
the text into a new world of cultural and social competence.

The textbook genre, however, is not simply a celebration of academic 
truths. While hedges are far more common in the soft knowledge fields 
(Hyland, 2004b), all writers pick their way through the information 
they present, sorting the taken-for-granted from the still uncertain. This 
is particularly the case where authors speculate about the future or dis-
tant past (Example 22), or when generalizations may attract challenges 
if presented baldly (Example 23):

22.  . . . earliest cells could also have obtained energy by chemoor-
ganotrophic mechanisms, most likely simple fermentations. 
Photosynthesis is also a possibility but seems less likely . . . 

(Biology)
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We cannot say as yet how far these extreme inequalities of 
gender are likely to become less acute in the near future. It is 
possible that there are . . .

(Sociology)

23.  In such systems, use of an amplifier with a differential input 
together with the use of input guarding will probably be the 
answer to this ground-loop problem

(Electrical Engineering)

 They seem to be very fundamental functions of language, 
perhaps because they derive from the basic components of 
any interaction . . .

(Applied Linguistics)

In contrast, boosters are often used to give readers a clear picture of 
scientific progress, distinguishing the false assumptions of the past 
from the assurances of the present. The manipulation of certainty can 
therefore help establish an ideological schema for students concerning 
the increasing ability of their discipline to describe the world: 

24.  We now know that the various components of the substrate 
are far from exhausted after the initial flushes of growth and 
sporulation. What has really happened is that Coprinus has 
seized control by suppressing most of the other fungi. Hyphae 
of Coprinus are actually . . .

(Biology)

This kind of authorial assuredness helps the writer gain scholastic 
influence among students. But it is, of course, addressed as much to 
colleagues as to learners, imprinting a personal stamp on what peers 
might otherwise see as a recounting of disciplinary orthodoxy. In fact, 
regarding textbooks as a purely instructional discourse simplifies a rhe-
torically more complex picture. While writers gain little institutional 
credit for producing textbooks, an activity often regarded as commer-
cial and unscholarly by university promotion committees, they are 
aware that they are writing for a professional as well as student audi-
ence. It is disciplinary peers who recommend textbook adoptions and 
orchestrate their use in classes, and it is only with the peer audience 
that credibility is gained and copies sold (Swales, 1995). 

Writers therefore tread a line between representing new material for 
learners and constructing an acceptable representation of the discipline 
for colleagues, and this helps to account for the intrusion of personal 
attitudes and evaluation in this genre. The explicit presence of the 
writer marks out an individual perspective on the discipline and 



Instructional Discourses

117

announces a confident and expert guide in full control of the material, 
as these examples suggest:

25.  I am convinced, for my part, that no ontology – that is to say, 
no apprehension of ontological mystery in whatever degree-
is possible . . . 

(Philosophy)

 My own view is that Krashen’s hypotheses do not, on closer 
inspection, conform to the three linguistic questions.

(Applied Linguistics)

 What is most interesting is that we can also subtract n (or 
add -n) by moving the arrow 16 – it positions clockwise.

(Electrical Engineering)

Textbook authors, then, appear to be very alive to both the role of text-
books in introducing neophytes to the practices of their disciplines and 
to the judgements of their fellow professionals.

iii. Arguments and asymmetries

While textbooks express something of the literacy practices of their dis-
ciplines and their writers’ desire to gain professional credibility among 
their peers, they are principally instructional discourses. The use of 
both interactive resources, which help guide the reader through a text, 
and interactional features, designed to involve the reader in the dis-
course underline this goal (Hyland and Tse, 2004). We see in these 
choices a complex array of motives, but most centrally a didactic model 
concerned with laying out disciplinary content as clearly as possible 
and constructing the participant identities of professional and novice 
through the writer’s assumptions about reader competence. 

Looking at interactive items first, we can identify a range of features 
in textbooks which display writers’ sensitivity to their readers’ prior 
knowledge and processing needs. Perhaps the most obvious of these is 
the explicit signalling of logicality. Essentially, novices lack the domain 
knowledge of the expert to make connections between entities and to 
see the implicit cohesion of a text, and this means that writers must 
provide a framework which shows links between ideas more explicitly. 
The following two extracts dealing with lipids, the first from a research 
article and the second from a textbook, illustrate these different ways of 
structuring texts: 

26.  Steryl glucosides are characteristic lipids of plant mem-
branes. The biosynthesis of these lipids is catalyzed by the 
membrane-bound UDP-glucose sterol glucosyltransferase. 
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The purified enzyme (Warnecke and Heinz, 1994) has been 
used for the cloning of a corresponding CDNA from oat (Avena 
sativa L.). Amino acid sequences derived from the amino ter-
minus of the purified protein and from peptides of a trypsin 
digestion were used to construct oligonucleotide primers for 
polymerase chain reaction experiments.

(Biology)

27.  Although the nature of the fatty acid can be highly variable, 
the key point is that the chemical linkage to glycerol is an 
ester link. By contrast, archaeal lipids consist of ether-linked 
molecules (see Figure 20.1). In ester-linked lipids, the fatty 
acids are straight chain (linear) molecules, whereas in ether-
linked lipids, branched chained hydrocarbons are present. 
In Archaea, long chain branched hydrocarbons, either of the 
phytanyl or biphytanyl type, are bonded by ether linkage to 
glycerol molecules (see Figure 20.1).

(Biology)

While the reader needs domain knowledge to infer connections in 
the first example, this textbook author takes considerable trouble to 
spell these out. Using connectives, evaluative commentary, references 
to examples and code glosses giving on-the-fly definitions, he attempts 
to link readers’ existing knowledge with the new specialized terms of 
the discipline.

This concern with what the audience can be expected to know 
and what needs to be spelt out, is also apparent in the copious use of 
examples and, in the sciences, the constant to-ing and fro-ing between 
text and visuals. Lemke (1998: 87) observes that scientific concepts 
are typically ‘semiotic hybrids, simultaneously and essentially verbal, 
mathematical, visual-graphical, and action-operational’ so that mean-
ings are created through the rhetorical combination of images and text. 
Switching the reader between these modes therefore not only highlights 
particular features of content, but also exposes learners to the ways that 
the verbal and visual interact in the sciences and the different affor-
dances of these modes. Thus constant exposure, to examples such as 
these, help induct learners into the discourses of their fields.

28.  The radial-vane design shown in Figure 3.14 is just such a 
variation and does in fact have a nearly linear scale. 

(Electrical Engineering)

Figure 10.49 compares the thermal conductivities of many 
ceramic materials as a function of temperature.

(Physics)
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The use of visuals in textbooks, therefore, represents important con-
ventions of field-specific argumentation. By requiring students to 
interpret and orient to this way of representing reality this contributes 
towards their acquisition of a new literacy.

Textbooks also take more care than research articles to keep readers 
informed about where they are in the unfolding text and where they are 
going. The use of frame markers (Hyland, 2004a and 2005b) to announce 
discourse goals, indicate topic shifts and label text stages, however, not 
only helps the reader to process information but can simultaneously 
construct the writer as an expert guide and the reader as a passive nov-
ice following the trail laid down: 

29.  Finally, one must consider the effects of the measurement 
methods used to obtain data for repeatability and accuracy.

(Mechanical Engineering)

 This chapter discusses the characteristics of the different 
types of meter movements used to measure alternating cur-
rent (ac).

(Electrical Engineering)

 We shall see in this section that these differences in empha-
sis imply quite different analyses of the role and functions of 
the capitalist state.

(Sociology)

The writer speaks here as an authority, an expert knower possessing 
superior knowledge in an interaction which simultaneously constitutes 
the reader as less expert. 

This differentiation of status is equally clear in the use of interac-
tional features, and particularly in the heavy use of second person 
pronouns, which are rare in peer-to-peer genres such as research 
articles. By explicitly acknowledging the readers’ presence, you is 
ostensibly the most interactive of pronouns. But as it clearly distin-
guishes writer and reader it also differentiates categories of knowledge 
and competence, allocating participants into different groups: 

30.  Perhaps now you can understand why I and many other 
teaching mycologists ask our classes to put their culturally 
determined attitudes on hold, . . . 

(Biology)

 You should encourage your local engineering chapters, such 
as Tau Beta Pi, to invite outside lecturers to discuss these 
topics with you. It is important that you learn how to protect 
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yourself from being found guilty by a judge or jury for a ‘dan-
gerous product design’.

(Mechanical Engineering)

 Watch for the answers to the following questions as you read 
the chapter. They should help you understand the material 
presented.

(Electrical Engineering)

Once more, then, there is a clear implication that the writer is an 
expert in full command of the topic and the audience. The texts estab-
lish clear role relationships, with the writer acting as a primary-knower 
in assisting novice readers towards a range of values, facts and prac-
tices that will enable them to interpret and employ academic knowledge 
in institutionally approved ways. 

Perhaps the most obvious manifestation of how writers negotiate an 
asymmetrical relationship of competence, however, is through the use 
of directives, which expressly emphasize correct courses of action or 
thought through imperatives and necessity modals:

31.  It must be noted that sometimes the molecular weight distri-
bution can be important in ways that are not obvious.

(Physics)

 Here are the introduction and instructions you should read 
to respondents, practice reading them beforehand until they 
sound fairly conversational.

(Sociology)

 As you read this excerpt, pay particular attention to how the 
teacher sets up the structure of the student–student 
interaction. 

(Applied Linguistics)

While directives are also heavily used in research papers in the sci-
ences (see Chapter 4), they are more common and often more personal 
in the textbooks, explicitly positioning readers through choices which 
assume an inequality that is closer to classroom than peer interaction. 

Textbooks are therefore a distinctive form of academic discourse. In 
framing disciplinary knowledge through selecting and sequencing con-
tent, writers commit themselves to a perspective on their fields. At the 
same time, they build both an authoritative picture of their discipline 
for learners, and an uncontroversial depiction of its central features for 
peers. By asking (mainly rhetorical) questions, varying their certainty, 
evaluating ideas, issuing directives, providing definitions and leading 
readers to particular interpretations, writers massively intervene in 
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these texts to construct themselves as experts and establish a knowl-
edge-transfer perspective of teaching. At the same time, however, 
textbooks are not blandly uniform and in various ways represent the 
discourse of their parent cultures, helping students to gain some under-
standing of the ways that meanings are encoded in their disciplines.

5.4 Conclusions
Although collected here under the heading of ‘instructional discourses’, 
it is clear that the three genres examined in this chapter vary consider-
ably in the ways they map disciplinary knowledge, negotiate information 
and establish participant relationships. It is also the case that contex-
tual factors such as discipline, student level, mode of learning and so 
on, will play a significant part in how students experience these genres 
as part of their courses. Most obviously, however, it would be wrong 
to understand any of these three genres in terms of straightforward 
information-transfer, as participant relations and complex interactional 
patterns lie at the heart of each of them. 

Textbooks seem to have a very conservative role and are often 
depicted as representations of disciplinary orthodoxy established 
through writers’ attempts to construct an expert–novice relationship, 
while large lectures seem to offer few opportunities for interaction. Cor-
pus data, however, suggests an increasing tendency for these genres to 
recognize that students need to be actively involved in learning. We 
have seen, in fact, that lecturers, seminar leaders and textbook writers 
go to some lengths to establish connections with their students to 
encourage engagement and facilitate learning. This is because it is by 
no means certain that employing rhetorical choices which distance 
one-who-knows and one-who-doesn’t can be the basis for successful 
learning (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1996). Vygotsky (1978), for example, 
has stressed that learning is not simply a passive transference of knowl-
edge from the more to the less competent but involves an interactive 
process in which learners increasingly participate in a community of 
social practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Explicit interaction and nego-
tiation, long established in seminars, are therefore beginning to find 
their way into lectures, with questions, discourse markers and personal 
pronouns becoming particularly prominent. 

Another feature of instructional genres, emphasized in my discus-
sion of textbooks in particular, is that while they principally address 
the informational needs of the uninitiated, they are also embedded 
in the rhetorical and social conventions of their discipline. Learning a 
disciplinary culture and learning its language are inseparable, as this is 
the only context in which the language has meaning. Students, in other 
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words, do not learn disciplinary knowledge independently of language 
but become competent through an understanding of how language 
constitutes and is constituted by interaction within a discipline. Instruc-
tional discourses are a key way through which this is achieved.

Notes
1.  This follows the MICASE classification of academic speech events at the University 

of Michigan.
2.  There is some disagreement about which phonological features are important here, 

but most analysts accept that a basic requirement is that the speaker ends a phono-
logical paragraph with low termination followed by a jump up to relatively high 
pitch on the onset syllable of the next unit, sometimes with a pause between them. 

3.  Both the MICASE and BASE corpora are publicly available and openly accessible 
through online software. 

4.  The main spoken academic corpora are: 

TOEFL 2000 Spoken and Written Academic Language Corpus (T2K-SWAL) 
Hong Kong Corpus of Spoken English (HKCSE) http://www.engl.polyu.edu.
hk/department/academicstaff/Personal/ChengWinnie/HKCorpus_SpokenEng-
lish.htm
Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE) http://quod.lib.
umich.edu/m/micase/ 
British Academic Spoken English (BASE) corpus http://www2.warwick.
ac.uk/fac/soc/celte/research/base/

5.   This program identifies words and phrases that occur significantly more frequently 
in one corpus than another using a log-likelihood statistic. This offers a better char-
acterization of the differences between two corpora than a simple comparison of 
individual words ranked for frequency as it identifies items which are ‘key’ differen-
tiators across many files, rather than being dominated by the most common words in 
each corpus.

6.  The version of MICASE used here contains 31 large lectures of 257,300 words and 
8 seminars of 151,000 words.
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As I discussed in Chapter 1, student discourse, and particularly writ-
ing, is at the heart of teaching and learning in Higher Education. For 
one thing, this is because knowledge is inseparable from discourse. The 
subject content that students must acquire is only accessible through 
specialist forms of language and, in turn, it is this content which gives 
meaning to those forms. More directly, the spoken and written genres 
students are asked to produce at university serve the institutional pur-
poses of demonstrating learning and determining progress. They are 
used to reveal the nature and extent of students’ understanding of sub-
ject content and control of disciplinary literacies; and this can mean 
success or failure for students. But while these genres are typically 
taken-for-granted as straightforward and unproblematic by tutors, they 
are often regarded with uncertainty and incomprehension by students. 
Student discourses make communicative demands on students which 
are very different from those of the home, school or workplace, and in 
this chapter I turn to look at some of these genres and the issues which 
surround them.

6.1 Literacy practices
In discussing student discourses it is worthwhile reviewing some of the 
recent work on the nature of these discourses and students’ participa-
tion in them. As I noted earlier, dominant perspectives of literacy which 
regard it as a set of autonomous skills have been challenged in recent 
years by a view which see writing and speaking as part of peoples’ 
active, material lives. This view takes into account the cultural and 
epistemological foundations of behaviour and reframes literacy as 
social practice; re-establishing the importance of context in meaning-
making. It reminds us that the ways we use language become routinized 
with repetition and thus established, both in the lives of individuals, 
what Bourdieu (1991) calls ‘habitus’, and in the practices of institu-
tions. Concrete instances of language use, such as specific essays, 
dissertations and presentations, involve drawing on these existing 

Student discourses6
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resources, as writers shape their texts according to their personal under-
standings, proclivities and purposes. 

It is through such views of literacy that we begin to see how actual 
acts of writing help construct, maintain and change particular social 
practices and the institutions in which they are embedded. They there-
fore offer a more powerful way of understanding student writing than 
those expressed in terms of skills and deficit, and in this section 
I explore, very briefly, some implications of this.

i. Engagement and alienation

The idea of literacy as a social practice provides a way of conceptualiz-
ing the link between dominant institutional genres and the individual 
student’s experience of them. It acknowledges that the literacy prac-
tices of the academy invoke certain values, beliefs and identities which 
help support particular social structures and institutional arrangements 
(e.g. Ivanic, 1998; Lillis, 2001). Scollon and Scollon (1981) use the term 
‘essayist literacy’ to refer to the specific literacy practices which 
are privileged in Higher Education, and I have discussed some of the 
features of these, such as incongruence, abstraction and technicality, in 
Chapter 1. The notion of practices therefore helps to locate language 
use in the activities of social communities, the particular ways they 
have evolved to engage with the world and construct meanings through 
discourse. In addition, it also suggests how an essayist literacy might 
contrast with other practices.

The forms of writing that have grown up around the disciplines are 
founded on participants suppressing their personal interests and dis-
tinctive social and cultural identities to foreground disciplinary 
arguments and subject matter. Students are typically required to adopt 
a style of writing at university which involves anonymizing themselves 
and adopting the guise of a rational, disinterested, asocial seeker of 
truth. For Halliday and Martin (1993) the acquisition of an academic 
variety of language involves both significant losses and gains. By step-
ping into an essayist literacy writers sacrifice concreteness, empathy 
with discussed entities and ways of representing change as a dynamic 
process. On the other hand, they gain the ability to discuss abstract 
things and relations, and to categorize, quantify and evaluate according 
to the perspectives of their discipline. Such gains, of course, are only 
perceived as such if students value what this literacy allows them to 
do, and the kinds of people it allows them to be. 

These particular ways of understanding and discussing the world 
therefore mean that the acquisition of an essayist literacy not only pro-
vides access to new communities and experiences, but is also closely 
linked to issues of identity. Specific forms and wordings are marked as 
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more or less institutionally appropriate so that authoring is a complex 
negotiation of a sense of identity and the institutional regulation of 
meaning-making. But students are not always willing to drop their 
everyday lives to take up this new identity. The requirement to do so, in 
fact, often creates conflicts with the experiences they bring from their 
home community and the habits of meaning they have learnt there. 
A Creole/English speaking student, for example, responded to Lillis’  
questions about the non-acceptability of contracted forms in this way:

It makes me sick . . . I don’t think it’s important at all [laughs]. But 
you have to do it? It’s like I’m imprisoned, honest to God [laughs].
. . . Everybody knows what ‘I’m not’ means. It’s like trying to segre-
gate, you know, you’ve got like a boundary that sets, you know, you 
apart from other people. Why? What difference does it make as long 
as you get your message across . . .?

(2001: 85)

Adopting these grammatical and lexical choices position writers as 
sharing the interests, beliefs and practices of an academic community, 
and clearly this is not too everyone’s liking.

This feeling of opposition between the new identity they are being 
asked to assume and those they are already comfortable with seems to 
be particularly strongly felt by minority students and by mature stu-
dents returning to study after a long absence from education. Both Lin 
(2000), in the case of Hong Kong students, and Canagarajah (1999) in 
the case of Sri Lankan Tamils, show how students passively resist the 
assumptions and values which they are assumed to share by using the 
language. Ivanic (1998), discussing L1 students, argues that returning 
adults often find the literacy demands of the academy alienating and 
their practical knowledge undervalued: 

Their identities are threatened and they respond either by attempt-
ing to accommodate to the established values and practices of the 
context they are entering, or – more radically – by questioning and 
challenging the dominant values and practices, and recognising the 
possibility of change.

(Ivanic, 1998: 9)

In other words, the identity which manifests itself in discourse is often 
one which is painfully and consciously constructed for writers and 
which can involve contesting the valued discourses of their fields. 

ii. Culture and preference

While some learners resist the top–down structuring of knowledge as 
expertise and the imposition of disciplinary identities, many simply 
remain confused by these conventions. The different cultural schema, 
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or system for storing and retrieving past knowledge, they are familiar 
with are difficult to mesh with those expected in their studies. Culture 
plays a key role here. Seen ethnolinguistically and institutionally, cul-
ture implies an historically transmitted and systematic network of 
meanings which allow us to develop and communicate our knowledge 
and beliefs about the world (Lantolf, 1999; Street, 1995). Language and 
learning are therefore closely bound up with culture and our lived 
experiences. The fact that cultural experiences help shape schemata 
means that the knowledge and expectations of minority students 
may be very different to academic practices and may disadvantage L2 
students in particular.

These differences are partly a result of the fact that our cultural 
values are carried through language, but also because cultures make 
available certain taken-for-granted ways of organizing our understand-
ings, including those we use to learn and communicate. In other words, 
they involve interpretation as well as performance, influencing our 
intuitions about language and expectations about appropriacy and cor-
rectness; our sense of audience and ourselves as text producers; our 
preferred ways of organizing ideas and structuring arguments; and our 
understandings of the social value of different text types (e.g. Connor, 
2002; Hinkel, 2002). 

One important element of all this is the potential for culturally diver-
gent attitudes to knowledge to influence students’ language use and to 
effect how their participation in academic discourses is understood. 
Ballard and Clanchy (1991) point out that these attitudes spread along 
a continuum from respecting knowledge to valuing its extension. 
Educational processes in western contexts reinforce an analytical, ques-
tioning, and evaluative stance to knowledge, encouraging students to 
criticise and recombine existing sources to dispute traditional wisdom 
and form their own points of view. Many Asian cultures, however, 
favour conserving and reproducing existing knowledge, establishing 
reverence for what is known through strategies such as memorization 
and imitation. While such strategies demonstrate respect for knowl-
edge, they may look to Western teachers like reproducing others’ ideas. 
So by ignoring cultural considerations, teachers may see this as plagia-
rism or repetition, and be mislead into recasting such respect for 
knowledge as either copying or as naïve and immature writing. 

Another difficulty is that differences in rhetorical choices are not 
viewed as merely preferred alternative ways for expressing ideas, but 
have pragmatic consequences. A number of studies have commented 
on the difficulties L2 students can have in modifying the strength of 
their claims in academic writing, for example, so that their choices lend 
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a direct and authoritative tone to their texts. In a study of hedges and 
boosters in 1800 GCE exam papers by Hong Kong (HK) and British 
school leavers, for example, Hyland and Milton (1997) found that the 
HK students used almost twice as many boosters and the UK students 
over a third as many hedges. While a small point, such marked choices 
can lead English speaking readers to make negative judgements about 
the writer.

We can see in this extract from a Hong Kong student’s essay, for 
instance, that a generous peppering of boosters can make the writer 
appear rather assertive, over-confident and perhaps even dogmatic:

1.  There is strong evidence to demonstrate the relationship 
between EQ and the academic performance. High EQ is defi-
nitely an advantage in any domain of life and we all know that 
a person with high EQ can certainly manage their own feelings 
well and deal effectively with others. The fact that the trend 
from overseas is always affecting Hong Kong people means 
that schools must now teach boys to be equal to female. They 
have their right to express emotion.

In contrast, the greater use of hedges in the Native English speaker 
sample below is perhaps more in line with what a tutor might expect 
and so attract positive qualities such as subtlety and circumspection to 
the writer:

2.  Britain is probably one of the few countries in the world where 
the constitution is not written down. This might seem to be 
somewhat disorganised and although it has worked fairly well 
until now, I suggest that this is likely to be unrealistic for much 
longer and it is possible we may need a Bill of Rights as there 
is in the USA.

Clearly tutors need to be aware of the possible prejudicial effects of 
unconscious expectations, but it is equally unwise to attribute all 
aspects of L2 performance to L1 writing practices. Students have iden-
tities beyond the language and culture they were born into and we 
should avoid the tendency to stereotype them according to cultural 
dichotomies. Spack (1997), for instance, argues that invoking culture 
to explain writing differences prompts a normative, essentializing 
stance which leads to lumping students together on the basis of their 
first language. But while students are not merely cultural types, it is 
helpful to recognize that student difficulties in writing or speaking may 
be due to the disjunction of the writer’s and reader’s view of what is 
needed in a text and that different writing styles can be the result of 
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culturally-learnt preferences. This encourages us to see the effects of 
different practices where we might otherwise only see individual 
inadequacies. 

A major problem is that the rules of the game are often implicit and 
are treated as just ‘common sense’ by their subject tutors who misrepre-
sent academic literacy as a naturalized, self-evident and non-contestable 
way of participating in academic communities. Simply, if literacy prac-
tices are not made explicit, then students failed attempts to produce 
them can be seen as examples of muddled thinking or illiteracy. 

iii. Situated literacies

While the term ‘essayist literacy’ is a useful way of characterizing the 
general register features and rhetorical practices of the academy, it actu-
ally conceals a wealth of discursive complexity. Academic language 
is not one single thing: there are as many literacies as there are socio-
culturally distinctive practices (Barton, 1994; Street, 1995). Students 
entering university are expected to acquire a specialized literacy of dis-
cipline-specific rhetorical conventions, and the actual genres and 
conventions required will differ because each discipline’s social prac-
tices and ways of thinking differ. 

Surveys of tutors and students, for example, show that university 
writing tasks differ in terms of the type of sources used, prescribed 
length of texts, cognitive demands, patterns of exposition, and so on 
(e.g. Horowitz, 1986). More concretely, they are specific to discipline 
and related to educational level. In the humanities and social sciences, 
for example, analysing and synthesizing from multiple sources is 
important, while in science and technology, activity-based skills such 
as describing procedures, defining objects and planning solutions are 
required (Mateos et al., 2007). In postgraduate programmes it seems 
that engineers give priority to describing charts while business studies 
students need to compare ideas and take a position (Bridgeman and 
Carlson, 1984). In undergraduate classes, questionnaire data suggests 
that lab reports are common in science (Jackson, et al., 2006), program 
documentation in computer science, and article surveys in maths 
(Wallace, 1995). Collecting these impressions together, Coffin et al. 
(2003) argue that different kinds of writing assignments can be related 
to four main groupings of disciplines as shown in Figure 6.1. 

Differences begin to multiply, moreover, when we move beyond 
these broad genre labels. When actual assignment handouts and essay 
scripts are considered, rather than questionnaire responses, it becomes 
clear that features of common genres can differ considerably across 
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disciplines. Braine (1995), for example, found that despite a common 
genre name, no two technical and engineering disciplines wrote experi-
mental lab reports with the same generic structure. Ethnographic case 
studies of individual students working in particular courses reinforce 
this picture, revealing marked diversities of task and texts in different 
fields (e.g. Prior, 1998). 

From the student point of view, then, a dominant feature of academic 
literacy is the need to switch their practices between one setting and 
another, to control a range of genres appropriate to each setting, and to 
handle the meanings and identities that each evokes. This is, needless 
to say, no easy task. It is especially difficult for students enrolled in 
interdisciplinary degrees such as business studies, for example, which 
may require students to produce texts in fields as diverse as accoun-
tancy and corporate planning. To illustrate this kind of genre juggling, 
Baynham  asks us to think of 

The harassed first-year nursing student, hurrying from lecture to 
tutorial, backpack full of photocopied journal articles, notes and 
guidelines for an essay on the sociology of nursing, a clinical report, 
a case study, a reflective journal.

(2000: 17)

Such balancing acts underline for students that writing and reading are 
not homogeneous and transferable skills which they can take with them 
as they move across different courses and assignments. 

As we shall see in the following sections, the fact of multiple litera-
cies is reinforced by a growing body of text analysis research which 
underlines the diversity of genre expectations. In addition, it shows 
once again that while academic genres are often identified by their 
conventional surface features, they are not just forms of language, but 
forms of social action. 

Figure 6.1 Disciplines and their typical written genres (Coffin et al., 2003: 46)

Sciences Social sciences Humanities/Arts Applied fi elds

Examples:
Physics, Geology, 
Biology, Chemistry

Sociology, Politics, 
Economics, Media 
studies, Psychology

English, History, 
Languages, Classics, 
Fine arts, Religion

Business, Health and 
Social welfare, Music, 
Engineering

Typical genres:
Lab reports, Project 
proposals and reports, 
Fieldwork notes, 
Essays, Theses

Essays, Project reports, 
Fieldwork notes, 
Theses

Essays, Projects, Critical 
analyses, Translations

Essays, Case studies, 
Theses, Project reports



Academic Discourse

130

6.2 Undergraduate genres
I want to distinguish undergraduate and postgraduate discourses in 
organizing the remainder of this chapter. This is because students at 
different levels undertake tasks that differ in length, complexity and 
resources, and because students themselves are engaged in rather dif-
ferent political, social and institutional contexts. In undergraduate 
environments argumentative genres play a major role in developing 
students’ academic knowledge and socializing them into legitimized, 
and therefore powerful, social practices. Writing tasks in particular 
help provide students with the means to engage with ‘the social and 
cognitive practices of evidence formation’ (Kelly and Bazerman, 2003: 
31) through the use of the disciplinary resources of a literature, theory, 
data and rhetorical tools. But as we have seen, this acculturation is 
challenging as the conventions which govern competent practice often 
remain opaque. In this section I briefly consider three key undergradu-
ate genres: the essay, the project report and the oral presentation. 

i. The essay

The ‘essay’ or ‘library research paper’ is perhaps the most common 
undergraduate genre and is found across the disciplinary spectrum 
from history and English to biology, computing and medicine (e.g. Hale 
et al., 1996; Moore and Morton, 2005). In an historical survey, in fact, 
Russell (1991: 78) argues that the essay has ‘defined extended student 
writing in mass Secondary and Higher Education’. Essentially, the 
‘essay’ involves the presentation of a written argument to defend or 
explain a position, typically drawing on library sources rather than 
research that the student himself or herself has conducted. While some 
researchers have sought to describe its genre structure (e.g. Henry and 
Roseberry, 1997; Hyland, 1990), Larson (1982: 813) points out that the 
‘research paper as a generic, cross-disciplinary term, has no conceptual 
or substantive identity’ while Johns (1997) observes that students them-
selves are often unsure what this genre label stands for. 

Lillis (2001: 58), in fact, refers to the essay as ‘an enactment of the 
institutional practice of mystery’ where students struggle to work out 
what the tutor requires. In one study, for example, Nelson (1993) found 
that students different task interpretations influenced their strategies 
for completing the assignment, with one student relying on the unex-
amined assumption that the task was simply to assemble and reproduce 
material, leading to the last minute creation of a pastiche of a few 
sources. Non-native English speaking students appear to find essay 
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demands particularly daunting, and in a large scale study of 1,457 
essays written by speakers of seven languages, Hinkel  found that

‘NNS’ academic essays displayed many features of personal narra-
tives (e.g. first person pronouns and a preponderance of the past 
tense). . . . Even though NS and NNS texts alike exhibited many 
features of informal speech, the rates of their uses in NNS texts 
greatly exceed those found in NS academic essays (e.g. vague nouns, 
coordinating pronouns and predictive adjectives).

(2002: 74)

In a questionnaire and interview study, Krause (2001) found that 
first-year undergraduates believed that their difficulties with writing 
assignments could potentially undermine their integration into the uni-
versity community. They ranked locating relevant sources, working out 
which points to include and synthesizing ideas from a range of sources 
as the most difficult aspects of their first essay assignments. The demands 
of essay writing, in fact, often encapsulate the difficulties of making the 
transition from school to university, as this quote from one of Plum and 
Candlin’s (2001) psychology first-year participants implies:

At high school, writing is more straightforward – satisfy require-
ments and do the right steps: if fulfilled, you get a really good mark. 
At uni, fulfil requirements and you get an average mark; you have 
to go beyond requirements to get a good mark.

This lack of unfamiliarity with institutional practices means that 
students are often bewildered with the responses they get to their essays 
and often attribute grades to luck or the quirks of individual tutors. It is 
difficult to understand what counts as ‘good writing’ as they are given 
no way of unpacking the epistemological basis of writing and its con-
nections to their disciplines. 

In terms of its specialist purpose for undergraduates, the essay is 
often framed by course guidelines and tutors as a way of helping stu-
dents to engage with primary research and with disciplinary knowledge 
building practices. Research suggests, in fact, that students do actually 
develop the ways of writing valued by the discipline over time. 
Hewings (2004), for example, found that third year geography students 
used far more interpersonal themes in their essays than first-years so 
that they were not simply recounting facts but taking a stance on topics. 
Similarly, Wu (2007) found that later essays displayed more evaluative 
stance in their writers’ arguments.

In particular, essay writing is said to assist students with the ability 
to marshal evidence, evaluate it and mount a sustained argument. This 
is often characterized as moving learners beyond description, a form of 
‘knowledge telling’ (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987) or textbook trans-
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ferral, towards analysis. Most centrally it helps learners to develop a 
critical approach to texts. One of Woodward-Kron’s (2002) teacher 
trainer interviewees put it like this:

[I]f they don’t have an understanding of how research is conducted, 
and have some kind of critical understanding of the limitations of 
research, they can be too easily buffeted by the winds of change. So 
I want them to be able to, to be actually in their teaching practice to 
be critical consumers of research that comes out. To question how, 
where this finding came from, how credible it is, and so on. How it 
compares.

The essay is therefore regarded as a key acculturation practice, 
encouraging a critical and questioning attitude and approach to writing 
which involves making connections between theory and practice, 
drawing links between theories, evaluating research, and arguing and 
reasoning.

Central to this enculturation into the literacy and epistemologies 
of their disciplines is the responses students receive on their essays. 
Written feedback by literacy tutors is generally welcomed and highly 
valued by students (Hyland, F., 1998) and seems to lead to improve-
ments in writing (Ferris, 2003). Feedback from subject tutors also has 
considerable potential to develop an understanding of the cultural con-
text students find themselves in by providing a sense of audience and 
the expectations of their new community. In addition, content tutors’ 
comments can convey implicit messages about the values and beliefs of 
the academic community, about tutor and student roles, and about the 
nature of knowledge itself (Ivanic et al., 2000). Ivanic et al. suggest, 
however, that subject tutors often feel uncertain and insecure about 
these messages. This is partly because grading not only underlines a 
power relationship but can, in some cases, conflict with disciplinary 
epistemologies by suggesting that writing is an object to be measured, 
that standards are absolute, and that there are right and wrong perspec-
tives on an issue. 

In addition to getting mixed messages from feedback, students often 
feel uncertain about the conventions of this new literacy and some-
times take refuge in borrowing extracts from other texts to express 
themselves in a suitably ‘academic’ way. Imitation is necessary in all 
learning as novices work towards transforming their practices by ‘try-
ing on’ the discourses of a new community. But this often comes to 
replace the writer’s individual creativity and critical thinking which 
represent ‘good writing’ in western contexts. It is true that textual bor-
rowing and intertextuality are now widely seen as implicated in all 
writing, particularly in electronic contexts where any text becomes a 
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temporary structure in a fluid maze of other texts from other times and 
contexts (e.g. Kress, 2003). Nevertheless, tutors still expect writers to 
voice their judgements, display their knowledge and critically evaluate 
theories, data and claims in their essays. Consequently the ability to 
display an authorial individuality within the textual practices of a 
discourse community is a tall order for almost all undergraduates.

ii. Undergraduate dissertations

At the other end of the undergraduate experience is the dissertation or 
final-year project report. This is a major assessment genre in many uni-
versities and is the product of a directed research project, often spanning 
an entire year with credit for two courses. Students are typically assisted 
by a supervisor who, through regular consultations, approves their pro-
posals, guides their research and monitors their progress. 

The purposes of the genre are to assess students’ ability to apply the-
ories and methods learned in their courses, to display initiative and to 
effectively review literature, conduct research, analyse results and 
present findings. One university course handbook sets the aims out in 
this way: 

Students will be expected to investigate an area of their own choice 
to substantial depth, in a way that encourages application and 
integration of the knowledge gained through the course. The 
dissertation will allows the student to build self-confidence, dem-
onstrate independence, and develop a professional approach to 
real-world problem-solving.

(Materials Technology handbook, City University of Hong Kong)

Reports are typically between 8,000 and 12,000 words long, follow 
guidelines based on the research paper formats of the discipline, and 
are assessed partly in terms of meeting genre requirements. 

This, then, is a high stakes genre for students and is by far the most 
substantial and sustained piece of writing that they will do in their 
undergraduate careers. For some students the demands of independ-
ence and systematicity this requires are too great and they drop out 
(Ho, 2003). Between the first-year essay and the final-year project report, 
however, most students’ writing styles mature tremendously, and for 
Bloor (1996) this is most evident in their use of lexical metaphor. Her 
study of final-year project reports in computer science, for example, 
found considerable use of established metaphorical terminology such 
as run, dump, store, housekeeping, and so on. She argues that computer 
science undergraduates often have difficulty with such terms but must 
acquire an easy familiarity with thousands of them, for it is
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the very stuff of which Computer Science language is made, and 
hardly a sentence can be written in the field without the use of 
multiple examples of lexis derived by metaphorical extension.

(ibid. p. 68)

More than this, however, she found considerable use of innovative met-
aphor in these reports as students coined new names for new processes 
and concepts they developed in their research, demonstrating an exper-
tise with language that is highly regarded in the field. 

The undergraduate dissertation is also a challenging interpersonal 
genre, with fairly unambiguous writer–reader relations. All writers 
need to consider who they are writing for and adjust their prose to meet 
the needs of readers. Anticipating readers’ expectations and responses 
to what they write, however, can be very difficult for novice writers. 
Simply, they are not used to seeing writing as interactive or to imagin-
ing the perceptions, interests and requirements of a potential audience. 
In fact, the idea of audience itself is elusive. Should students be writing 
for their teachers, their peers or their examiners? What do these readers 
already know and what do they need to know? Should they be addressed 
as equals or as expert others? These awkward questions are rarely 
addressed by teachers or resolved by students and this can often make 
their writing seem gauche, informal, diffident or over-assertive. 

Essentially writers must both present themselves as competent indi-
viduals by expressing a disciplinary persona and engaging with readers 
in accepted ways. The main rhetorical problem facing dissertation writ-
ers is to demonstrate an appropriate degree of intellectual autonomy 
while recognizing their readers’ greater experience and knowledge 
of the field. In other words, they need to position themselves both in 
relation to their research and their readers, and this is particularly prob-
lematic for students from cultures which traditionally value respect 
for authority (Scollon and Scollon, 1995). As I have noted above, cul-
ture intrudes into our communicative practices in significant ways, and 
undergraduates familiar with different writing traditions and concep-
tions of teacher status have little incentive to challenge the authority of 
reader/examiners, particularly as the judgments of these readers have 
material consequences. 

While writers can always resist the relationships implied in a genre, 
awareness of audience in this context is typically manifested in rhetori-
cal choices which recognize the reader’s authority. In Chapter 4, I used 
the term engagement to refer to the bundle of rhetorical strategies writ-
ers used to recognize the presence of their readers, and comparisons of 
student and expert uses are revealing. Table 6.1 contrasts the use of 
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engagement features in 64 project reports written by Hong Kong 
students from 5 universities in 8 disciplines (630,000 words), with the 
240 research articles in related disciplines discussed earlier. 

As we can see, the research articles contained just over twice as 
many items and while reader pronouns and directives predominate the 
ways writers of both genres appealed directly to readers, the frequen-
cies in the two corpora differed considerably. 

On the face of it, you is the most interactive device in the writer’s 
repertoire as it explicitly acknowledges the reader’s presence, but this 
is rare in these reports. A study by Chang and Swales (1999) suggests 
that advanced writers often feel uncomfortable about using such infor-
mal features in their writing, and I found similar views in my focus 
group discussions. Students, in fact, often have firm views about what 
is actually appropriate:

Science writing is neutral. I know my supervisor will read my project 
but I cannot talk to him like in the tutorial. I must just put down the 
facts without personal idea, just show that I understand the books 
and that I follow the method.

(Biology student)

In school we learn not to say ‘I’ or ‘you’ in our essays. I can use 
these when I write to my friend, but you don’t see them in the for-
mal essays I think.

(Economics student)

Perhaps as a consequence of the personal implications of these forms, 
students mainly used you with a wider semantic reference, referring to 
people in general, similar to the indefinite pronoun one, rather than 
with specific participant reference:

3.  Whenever you run Windows or any Windows application, 
you see the API in action.

(Mechanical Engineering)

Table 6.1 Frequency of engagement features in articles and student reports (per 
10,000 words)

Discipline Questions
Reader 

references Directives
Shared 

knowledge Asides Totals

Student reports 3.8 5.5 11.6 2.6 0.3 23.9

Published 
articles

4.0 24.8 18.4 3.4 1.1 51.7
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Thanks for the advancement in information technology, today, 
you can get online and find the information you want and 
communicate with friends who live in foreign countries.

(Information Science)

Here, you carries a more encompassing meaning than rhetorically 
focusing on an individual, seeking instead to engage with readers by 
recruiting them into a world of shared experiences.

Like academics, students had fewer misgivings about inclusive we, 
which were particularly common in the social science and business 
reports. The student texts, however, contained just 20 per cent of the 
inclusive pronouns of the articles, perhaps reflecting students’ reluc-
tance to explicitly mark a shared disciplinary membership with the 
reader. The fact that we places the student writer and expert teacher on 
an equal footing, moreover, can suggest an equivalent level of knowl-
edge. As some students noted, this might be regarded as a shade risky: 

I cannot tell my supervisor to that he must think this or that. My 
idea may be wrong and not what my supervisor believes. He might 
have a different idea.

(IT student)

I must be careful when I write. I don’t want to make myself impor-
tant. Of course it is my project and my result, but I am just ordinary 
student. Not an academic scholar with lots of knowledge and confi-
dent for myself.

(TESOL student)

As a result, the most common use of we was to include a wider audience 
altogether, making statements which claimed a universal acceptance.

4.  So, we can not only find Playstation in those big chain stores 
and those individual game stores, but also in supermarkets 
as well.

(Business Studies)

Many people think that we should control scientific progress 
and prohibit its application to new human problems. But if 
we do that, we are choosing to have all the misery and suf-
fering that we could prevent by further scientific progress.

(Public Administration)

The most frequent devices used to initiate reader participation, 
comprising almost half of all engagement features, were directives. As 
I said in Chapter 4, these devices explicitly recognize the dialogic aspect 
of argument by instructing the reader to perform an action or to see 
things in a way determined by the writer (Hyland, 2002b). The fact that 
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there were considerably fewer directives in the reports than the articles 
once again suggests the rhetorical sensitivity of writers to their readers 
and their awareness that directives represent something of a perilous 
strategy. Directives convey a very definite attitude, establishing control 
both over one’s material and one’s reader, and can therefore claim an 
authority which these L2 students did not wish to display, as two of my 
informants noted: 

 No, they are only for the method section. It is too strong to use them 
in the discussion.

(Mechanical Engineering student)

 I never use ‘must’ or tell to ‘notice’ or ’consider’. These words are 
too strong. It is like a demand and I cannot demand my supervisor 
to agree with me.

(IT student)

But directives are complex rhetorical strategies rather than simply 
autocratic commands. Clearly, telling readers how to perform an exper-
imental procedure is less likely to challenge readers’ authority than 
telling them how to follow a line of argument or how they should under-
stand a particular point. The students saw this use as a conventional 
means of describing procedures with no face-threatening implications:

 In engineering we must be clear in describing our method so it can 
be easily followed. If we are direct then it can be done by another 
person without problems. I am only reporting what I did and how 
the method needs to be. It is a general procedure.

(Mechanical Engineering student)

As a result, students largely avoided the more imposing forms and 
largely employed directives to steer readers through research proce-
dures. This use overwhelmingly occurred in the hard sciences, perhaps 
influenced by the traditions of precision and highly formalized argu-
ment structures in these fields:

5.  Then a criterion function for comparing wear resistance per-
formance must be taken into account.

(Biology)

  Test results should be recorded and reported using the stand-
ard test report format.

(Information Science)

In sum, the reports contained far fewer of the explicitly interactive fea-
tures and far fewer of the more imposing forms available to them, 
students thus preferred to adopt a more circumspect and respectful 
stance in their reports.
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iii. Oral presentations

The type of oral discourses expected in university classes varies con-
siderably, but student presentations, where one or more students speak 
formally to a class on a term project, lab work, or library research, seem 
ubiquitous in undergraduate courses across a range of disciplines 
(e.g. Ferris and Tagg, 1996). There has, however, been relatively little 
research into this area, despite the fact that ESL students in particular 
often report feeling intimidated by presenting a monologue to a class 
(Ferris, 1998; Morita, 2004). While L2 students routinely overcome 
their fears by reading aloud from a prepared paper or PowerPoint slides, 
this is generally frowned upon by tutors who regard the presentation as 
an opportunity for students to communicate directly with an audience 
(Weissberg, 1993). 

One potential problem for speakers is the adoption of an appropriate 
tenor, or interpersonal attitude to the audience. This is because under-
graduate speakers both seek to display knowledge and a presentational 
competence to the tutor for a class grade and also speak directly to a 
group of classmates. This peer audience, however, is likely to have 
broadly similar topic knowledge and perhaps be critical of the aca-
demic literacy conventions the genre requires. Speakers may therefore 
often face a dilemma: they need to convey an effective understanding 
of propositional matter while simultaneously avoiding the kinds of 
ideologically inscribed identities the discourse makes available. As a 
result, tutors tend to find their students choosing to position themselves 
as student presenters rather than as potential members of an academic 
community.

This instability of social footing (Goffman, 1981) can be seen in this 
extract from a MICASE undergraduate presentation:

6.  Okay we just went through that. Alright so basically how is 
this all found out? They um, did a lot of work on mice and rats 
obviously and they’re they have O-B O-B mice which um are 
lacking the O-B gene and these mi- so these mice they don’t 
produce um, a lot of leptin and they were found to be obese as 
um, was hypothesized by the researchers. So then they went 
and they took out the gene that makes neuropeptide Y as well 
as the gene that makes leptin. And these mice so they thought 
okay since we’re taking out both these genes there’s not gonna 
be any leptin, but there’s not gonna be any neuropeptide Y to 
stimulate feeding. So they thought that these mice um, should 
show decreased um decreased weight like, lower than normal 
or like about normal. But what actually ended up happening 
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was these mice were, heavier than the normal mice, but they 
were, lighter than the mice that were lacked in leptin altogether.

This is a successful presentation of facts, but we can see that the 
speaker is drawing selectively on the rhetorical resources of academic 
literacy. While accurately conveying information about the methodol-
ogy of obesity experiments, he does this within a step-by-step narrative 
which foregrounds the decisions and actions of scientists rather than 
the findings or the wider concerns which drive the work. Specialized 
lexis and passives are mixed with run-on sentences and the conversa-
tional features of anecdote, while hesitations, repetitions, fillers, 
quotative thoughts and vagueness pepper the extract. 

So while oral presentations are, like lectures, a monologic discourse 
concerned with information transfer, they are characterized by the 
informal, conversational expressions of seminars. A keywords compar-
ison of the 11 presentations in MICASE with the full corpus of 
62 lectures, for example, shows that Um, I, like and yeah are the most 
distinctive non-content words in the student presentations. A compari-
son of lexical clusters shows the same top ten most frequent 3-grams in 
these two genres, although the presence of I think that in the student 
list indicates a more personal and evaluative stance than found in the 
lectures. This extract gives a taste of this:

7.  so I I think that really until you could get a little bit of infor-
mation, from an oral r- some real data, it’s gonna be hard to do 
to imagine what it is and I and I think that there’s a lot of inter-
ference in terms of using a written task for some of these things 
then.

(Linguistics)

This kind of highly informal, ‘audience friendly’ presentation is 
often unexpected and extremely challenging for non-native English 
speakers, but more research is needed to understand the roles, pur-
poses and contexts which inform language choices in these texts.

6.3 Postgraduate genres
The key feature of postgraduate education is the expectation of inde-
pendence in research. While library research papers and project reports 
are again the most commonly assigned tasks across the curriculum 
(Cooper and Bikowski, 2007), this independence is largely demon-
strated by conducting a project and presenting the results in written 
and oral form. Masters and Doctoral pathways clearly differ in this regard, 
particularly in the length of the examined text, how much credit is gained 
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from coursework, the emphasis given to real world or theoretical topics, 
the amount of time and effort expended in the process, and the pur-
poses behind it all. While Doctoral work is often a long, lonely 
apprenticeship for entry into an academic community and career, Mas-
ters’ students are typically looking forward to returning to their 
professional workplaces with an additional qualification. Until fairly 
recently it was widely assumed that students would be able to manage 
all this without outside help. Current institutional trends, however, are 
redefining the postgraduate experience as ‘training’ by supporting stu-
dents with a raft of writing and research courses. In this section I will 
focus on the texts produced at the highest level of academic literacy: 
PhD theses, vivas and acknowledgements.

i. Theses and dissertations1

The thesis is the defining element of postgraduate education, yet writ-
ing it is often a disheartening experience for students and a challenging 
one for supervisors. As one supervisor put things: 

PhDs are terrible things, and I don’t yet know a PhD student who 
didn’t go through a financial crisis, a mental crisis, a supervisor 
crisis or an emotional crisis, and that’s why it’s such an appalling 
system.

(Delamont et al., 2004: 12)

While this perhaps overstates matters a tad, a growing ‘self-help’ 
literature testifies to the challenges writers face, while research and 
writing courses for students and training for supervisors are now increas-
ingly common in Doctoral programmes (Pearson and Brew, 2002). 

The supervisory relationship, in fact, can be extremely fraught. While 
now a standard part of most academics’ workloads, supervision remains 
something of a private matter and is certainly far less visible than 
undergraduate teaching. Supervisors, however, are under constant 
pressure to improve their practice, particularly as its complexities mul-
tiply with growing numbers of L2 students in Anglophone Doctoral 
programmes. One new area of supervisor expertise is advising students 
on their writing, or at least on where they can get such help. Shaw (1991) 
found a strong connection between effective writing and supportive 
supervision, but some thesis writers struggle because they are working 
without needed literacy support from outside the advisor-advisee rela-
tionship (Dong, 1998). Supervisors may not be skilled in recognizing 
the writing difficulties of their students while an institutional ‘deficit 
discourse’ can create an embarrassment which inhibits them from 
directly referring to a students’ proficiency problems (Turner, 2003). 
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Beyond this, students themselves may not have the communication 
skills to access the information they need from their supervisors, espe-
cially if both are L2 speakers of English (Allison, et al., 1998). 

Until recently most of the literature on theses writing tended to 
be heavy on advice and light on analysis. This is largely because the 
intimidating length of these texts and their considerable variability in 
presentation limits what can be generalized about them. Thompson 
(2005), in fact, suggests that it may be impossible to define exactly what 
constitutes a PhD thesis genre given the wide variety of theses both 
within and across disciplines. 

One of the most researched areas of the PhD thesis has focused on its 
macro-structure (Bunton, 1999; Ridley, 2000; Thompson, 1999). In a 
review, Paltridge (2002) identifies four basic types: traditional simple, 
complex, topic-based and compilation, as shown in Table 6.2.

Many style guides hold the view that there is a traditional thesis 
which is essentially a longer version of the IMRD format of the science 
research article. But while this comprised just over half the 30 texts in 
Paltridge’s sample, many of these were Masters’ dissertations, and it 
made up just three of Bunton’s 21 PhD theses, one of Thompson’s 14 
and six of Ridley’s 50. More frequent, particularly in the sciences, is 
what Thompson (1999) refers to as the ‘complex traditional’ type, which 
reports more than one study through a series of IMRD chapters follow-
ing an optional chapter on core materials and methods. A third type 
Dudley-Evans (1999) calls a ‘topic-based’ thesis which typically opens 

Table 6.2 Four basic thesis types (based on Paltridge, 2002, pp. 131–132)

Type Function Typical macro-structure

Simple traditional Reports on a single study Introduction→Review of the Literature → 
Materials and Methods → Results → 
Discussion→Conclusion

Complex traditional Reports on more than one study Introduction→Review of the Literature→
General Methods (optional)→Individual 
Studies1−n→General Conclusions

Topic-based Uses topics or themes to struc-
ture chapters

Introduction→Review of the Literature 
(optional)→Theory (optional)→
Sub-topic1−n→Conclusions

Anthology Series of research articles Introduction→Review of the 
Literature→General Methods 
(optional)→Individual Studies1−n→Gen-
eral Conclusions
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with an introductory chapter followed by a series of chapters which 
have titles based on sub-topics of the area under investigation. Finally, 
Dong (1998) describes Doctoral theses which are based on a compila-
tion of publishable research articles. Essentially this has a similar 
structure to the complex traditional thesis, but each research article 
chapter is more concise than the typical thesis chapter and is written 
more as ‘experts writing for experts’, than novices ‘writing for admis-
sion to the academy’. 

Swales (2004) summarizes these studies as showing an overall pref-
erence for the ‘complex’ structure which avoids a disproportionately 
bulky ‘results’ chapter in the middle of the thesis. He also observes that 
the Doctoral thesis ‘is in a state of considerable flux’ (p. 110) which 
technological change and the opportunities for multimedia disserta-
tions can only hasten.

Another change has been the emergence of professional doctorate 
degrees, distinguished by the goal of producing ‘researching profes-
sionals’, rather than ‘professional researchers’ (Bourner, et al., 2001). 
These doctorates are designed for mid-career professionals who under-
take research that emerges from, and will be useful to, their own 
workplaces and professions, dealing with ‘real-world’ problems. The 
textual expectations of these new degrees, however, remain vague as 
some programmes require a thesis, others a series of publications, and 
yet others a portfolio of work. Supervisors themselves are often uncer-
tain about requirements as some consider a portfolio to be quite similar 
to a thesis, ‘whereas others see it as also possibly quite distinctive from 
the PhD and including a range of documents produced during work-
place practice with an overarching critiquing document’ (Malfroy and 
Yates, 2003: 127). 

More fundamentally, different experiences and world views between 
practitioners and academics may result in divergent understandings as 
to what counts as legitimate knowledge and argument. San Miguel and 
Nelson’s (2007) case study of two healthcare workers, for example, 
found that the key challenges for writers of practice-based research 
involved: 

framing a real-world issue as a research problem that can be inves-
tigated; structuring the text so that the literature contextualises 
and illuminates that problem; referring to one’s own (and one’s 
colleagues’) work practices and perspectives without confusing 
or alienating academic readers; and linking action-knowledge 
with theory-knowledge – in other words, reflexively documenting 
professional expertise so that this can be ‘counted’ as knowledge 
in an academic sense and integrated effectively with published 
literature.
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Another reason why it is difficult to pin down the features of 
Doctoral theses is because the genre has changed dramatically in some 
fields as a result of post-modernism and qualitative research methods 
which question traditional ideas of knowledge and the possibility of 
an ‘objective researcher’. Belcher and Hirvela (2005: 189), for instance, 
identify the qualitative genre as ‘ill defined’ and ‘fuzzy’, while Flowerdew 
(1999) suggests that L2 writers may consciously avoid adopting qualita-
tive research methods because of the challenges that a self-reflexive 
and rhetorically complex thesis poses. Richardson (2000) conceptual-
izes writing as a method of inquiry and argues that post-modernism 
has affected all disciplines by making the boundaries between them 
more fluid and knowledge more partial and locally situated. Writers 
therefore have the difficulty of positioning themselves textually in rela-
tion to subjectivity, authority, authorship and reflexivity. In a study of 
20 recent history and sociology theses from an Australian university, 
for example, Starfield and Ravelli (2006) present a case for the emer-
gence of a New Humanities doctorate marked by writers’ construction 
of a ‘reflexive self, unable to write with the classic detachment of 
positivism’. 

Despite the kinds of innovation and change in the dissertation for-
mat I have mentioned here, this is essentially a conservative genre 
which fulfils a rhetorical ritual for institutions as much as it realizes the 
epistemological values of its writer. Turner (2003), for instance, refers 
to two unsuccessful submissions in Art History: a CD ROM with vari-
ous hyperlink pathways and a thesis partly written as a play, partly as 
a narrative and partly as therapy. They both failed by not providing and 
defending an argument. As one supervisor noted:

A doctorate is a public activity. There is no such thing as a private 
doctorate, and if you cannot communicate your ideas to others 
and convince others in a public space, it’s no good saying ‘I’m an 
unrecognised genius’. It’s your responsibility to make yourself 
intelligible.

(Turner, 2003: 49–50)

The risks of failure, for both student and supervisor, are too great under 
the present system to permit too much innovation. Change, then, at 
least for the present, is most likely at points where commitment, sub-
jectivity and the recognition of personal experience come into play 
rather than at the level of genre experimentation. 

ii. The viva

The viva voce, oral examination or dissertation defence, varies even 
more across geographical contexts than the thesis itself, with different 
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ceremonial procedures, numbers of participants, levels of formality 
and length of meeting. In the UK and Hong Kong, for instance, it is con-
ducted in rather informal fashion, in a closed room with an external 
and internal examiner and perhaps a chairperson. In Scandinavia, in 
contrast

the examination is conducted in a large room, with as many as 
50 people present, with a senior university official such as a dean 
presiding, everybody decidedly dressed up, the examiners in full 
academic regalia, the chair, examiners and candidate proceeding in 
and out of the room in a fixed order, and some of the ceremonial 
in Latin. The seating arrangements may resemble that of a court, 
and the external examiner is often called ‘the opponent’.

(Swales, 2004: 146)

In many European countries, then, the oral examination is a ceremonial 
event designed to display formal language, elegant debate and intellec-
tual agility.

The US defence, as described by Grimshaw (1989) and Swales (2004), 
and broadly similar to the practice in many UK universities, is shown 
in Figure 6.2 (elements in parenthesis are optional). 

This description is largely based on just four Michigan defences and 
Swales (2004: 159) admits that this broad outline is perhaps as specific 
as we can get given variations in individual cases. It is this structure, 
however, which gives the event its ritual character, proceeding as it 
does through a series of questions and responses punctuated by 
announcements of segment boundaries. The language itself turns out to 
be fairly relaxed and informal within certain constraints. As Swales 
points out, participants do not want to ‘talk like books’ yet they need to 
employ and display their expertise: they ‘wear their scholarship suffi-
ciently lightly so as not to alienate the other participants, whose reactions 
to their own utterances they (usually) closely monitor’ (p. 149).

As evidence of this informality, Swales comments on the laconic 
way that chairpersons signal the main administrative moves of the 
event such as opening and closing the session, calling for questions and 
announcing the recess. He also notes the role of humour in oiling the 
wheels of the genre, with laughter occurring about once every three and 
a half minutes on average.

Often humor occurs near the beginning of the event as a way of 
defusing the tension and alleviating the ceremonial, as here when the 
chair opens the round of questions following a 1300 word opening 
presentation by the candidate:

8.  Chair: okay, alright well now we’ll get down to the hard part. 
<SS: LAUGH> 
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 Chair: okay we’ll go around the table and we’ll uh uh, ask 
questions make comments, whatever, so Bob, you wanna 
start, with you?

(Music defence)

Or here, where the chair actually tells a joke to open proceedings:

9.  Chair: I’m committee chair for Elizabeth Behenski, and I’m 
here to announce the, defense of um Beth’s, thesis. and um I’d 
like to share with you something that um Josh Allens said and 
I think this had to do with completion of dissertations although 
the exact citation was not, clear. What he said was, consider 
the postage stamp. its usefulness lies in the fact that it sticks 
to one thing until it gets there. <SS: LAUGH>

(Fossil Plants Defence)

Part A: Preliminaries Greetings

(Personal Introductions)

Outline of procedures by the chair. Brief narrative statement 
by candidate; summary of the dissertation

Part B: The Defence Proper (Chair summarizes agreed procedures)

Candidate gives presentation (about one hour)

(rounds of questions by members)

‘Free’ questions by members

(Questions or comments from the candidate or audience)

Candidate and others leave the room while committee 
deliberate, evaluating the dissertation and oral defense

Candidate (and others) return

Results given and candidate congratulated

(Discussion of what corrections need to be made)

(Housekeeping, form signing, etc.) 

Part C: In Camera Session

Part D: Closing Segment

Figure 6.2 Structure of the US dissertation defence (Swales, 2004: 160)



Academic Discourse

146

Another salient feature of the genre is the politeness, concern, and 
general sense of unremitting goodwill which permeates the MICASE 
transcripts. While the candidate is often required to defend his or her 
research against some thoughtful and dogged questioning, there is 
little of the formal disputation found in some European traditions (e.g. 
Burling, 1997). One example of this is the apparent reluctance of exam-
iners to engage in direct, no-holds-barred criticism of the candidate’s 
research, as here: 

10.  S4: uh I . . . uh um I can’t really articulate, quite well what 
I’m, you know what I’m after but there seems something, 
when I ask myself, well I mean, what do we know about sur-
prise and when would you be surprised and I mean the way, 
it sounds, in your piece is, that I need an explicit theory, uh 
that has spelled out, predictions and links between variables 
to be surprised. uh, I’m not sure I really believe that it seems 
to me, that, I often find things surprising even though I 
couldn’t surprising or not surprising, even though I couldn’t 
have, you know probably, got the predictions right or, wrong.

(Social Psychology examiner)

 S4: well in his case it’s sort of slightly uh colored by a kind of 
bitterness of lack of recognition mhm rather than overexpo-
sure but yeah um, but y- y- you might want to, expand that a 
little bit because I think you you lean towards it but you 
don’t, re- de- dig, deep into it. the other thing I, would sug-
gest um, remember I mentioned to you that uh, when you 
talk about, Braxton solo work, I- I I’m, a- a- as the background 
for for for for for for Jarrett I I wonder if you wouldn’t want 
to um, s- locate it historically just a little.

(Music examiner)

The hesitations, self-deprecations, repetitions and hedges in these 
extracts serve to suggest that participants see the event not just as an 
examination, but as an academic conversation. In the US, as in Britain, 
there is a general expectation that the candidate will pass, perhaps after 
some required changes or corrections; it is therefore both a rite of 
passage marking the candidates change of academic status and an intel-
lectual engagement in a topic. 

This regard for candidates by examiners seems to be reciprocated by 
the students, although there is an additional motivation provided by 
the evaluative nature of the encounter. Engaging with the examiners, 
and not just their questions, is perhaps a useful strategic option in these 
circumstances:
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11.  Candidate: mhm . . . wow, that’s an interesting question um, 
y- you know I me- I mean of- th- the first thing that comes to 
my mind is . . . 

(Music defence)

Candidate: alright, um . . . first of all I’d like to thank all of 
you, for agreeing to be on the committee, reading the draft, 
and coming to the defense, being, with me at, my last moment 
of, graduate school

(Social Psychology defence)

Overall then, discussion is characterized by cooperation and a care-
fully contrived sense of solidarity where the examiners’ right to ask 
questions and the candidate’s obligation to answer are embedded within 
an academic dialogue. Clearly the four MICASE defences may not be 
representative of practices in other countries where formality, hierar-
chy and ceremony play greater roles. They do, however, offer fascinating 
insights into a neglected student discourse and offer a source of com-
parison for further research.

iii. Acknowledgements

Finally, I turn to a relatively unsung and disregarded genre which 
occupies a-taken-for-granted part of the background of scholarly com-
munication: acknowledgements. They are, however, central to the aca-
demic practice of reciprocal gift giving and, for students, offer an 
opportunity to give credit to institutions and individuals who have 
contributed to the thesis in some way and to make a favourable impres-
sion on readers. So while acknowledgements can act as a means of 
recognizing debts and achieving a sense of closure at the end of a long 
and demanding research process, they also reveal the writer as some-
one with a life beyond the page. 

Acknowledgements are common in published articles, particularly 
in the sciences where their high frequency reflects the engagement of 
scientists in highly developed webs of mutual pre-print circulation, 
materials exchange and financial dependency (Cronin, et al., 1993). But 
they are more than a simple catalogue of indebtedness and indication 
of scholarly interdependence. Ben-Ari (1987), for instance, also com-
ments on their strategic role in ‘careering’, achieved through the author’s 
management of his or her relations to the disciplinary community and 
affiliation to particular research groups, leading figures or academic 
orientations. The acknowledgement is a similarly multiple purposed 
genre for students, as I found in a corpus of 240 acknowledgements 
accompanying Masters’ dissertations and PhD theses written by Hong 
Kong students in six disciplines (Hyland, 2003; 2004d).
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Students use this public forum to simultaneously recognize aca-
demic assistance, research resources and moral support while con-
structing a particular persona (Hyland, 2004d). I found, for instance, 
that supervisors were mentioned in every acknowledgement and almost 
always before anyone else, revealing the intellectual, and often emo-
tional, obligation writers feel towards them. As one student put it: 

My supervisors really helped a lot in my project, I think it’s not just 
a formality or politeness. It is like we went through all the difficul-
ties together in these so many years and it is not an easy task.

(Public Administration PhD interview)

While ranging from the blandly formal to the near reverent, the 
thanks offered to supervisors is important beyond simple gratitude. 
Here is both recognition of the supervisors’ contribution and perhaps 
an intimation of a future relationship of mutual indebtedness. For grad-
uates, this can offer the guidance and professional contacts of an 
established academic, and for the supervisor the esteem and loyalty of 
a grateful mentee. This, then, as these examples suggest, may not be the 
end of a relationship but the beginnings of an even more fruitful one.

12.  The author would like to express his thanks to his supervisor 
Dr. Wing Suen of School of Economic and Finance, the Uni-
versity of Hong Kong for his continuous guidance and giving 
the author a long lasting supervision, support and advice to 
do this research.

(Business PhD)

 I would like to express my utmost gratitude to my research 
supervisor, Dr. Sze-Fong Mark Yau, for his sincere and selfless 
support, prompt and useful advice during my research. He 
gives me a lifetime unforgettable memory of his benevolence, 
patience, intelligence, diligence and erudition.

(Electrical Engineering PhD)

This strategic dimension of thanking for academic assistance has a 
more immediate focus in the recognition given to other academics, 
some only peripheral to the research. This is most pronounced in PhD 
acknowledgements in the sciences and engineering, where winning the 
protection and goodwill of established figures is often vital for gaining 
post-doctoral grants, a lab to work in, or a teaching position. Less obvi-
ously, perhaps, we can also see a promotional element where writers 
acknowledge help with resources such as access to data, clerical assist-
ance, technical help and financial support. While research often crucially 
depends on this kind on support, we can also see the textual construction 
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of an academic self in the detailing of thanks for prizes, prestigious 
scholarships, company sponsorships or travel grants. 

13.  The research for this thesis was financially supported by a 
postgraduate studentship from the University of Hong Kong, 
The Hong Kong and China Gas Company Postgraduate Schol-
arship, Epson Foundation Scholarship, two University of Hong 
Kong CRCG grants and an RCG grant.

(Computer Science PhD)

These help mark the writer out as an individual whose academic 
talents have already been recognized and who may therefore be a 
deserving candidate for further honours, or at least a pass in the viva.

The assistance provided in gaining access to data can be no less tacti-
cal. In the sciences this tends to address other academics for furnishing 
preliminary findings, supplying pre-prints, making materials available, 
and so on. In the human sciences, however, it is largely given to sub-
jects, and while they are unlikely to read the text, this can suggest a 
professional commitment and academic competence to professional 
readers. This example is perhaps more effusive than most, but under-
lines the point:

14.  I hope this work has given justice to the voices from the 
margins. For reasons that they would understand, they would 
remain anonymous in this work. However, if someday they 
get the chance to read this work, I have no doubt that they 
will readily recognize their voices that have enlivened the 
many Sunday afternoons shared together in the parks, under 
the bridges and under the trees; in the sun and rain; enduring 
the heat and cold of the changing seasons. I also include 
those whose search for life’s better promises have led them to 
the classrooms of the YMCA where I have had the opportuni-
ties to share moments, outside and inside classroom sessions, 
that have been made unforgettable by their laughter and 
tears. And the many nameless others whom I have met in 
countless encounters whose lives have touched and enriched 
mine in ways that I would find hard to articulate.

(Applied Linguistics PhD)

Doubtless such expressions of gratitude are sincerely meant, but detail-
ing the rapport established between researcher and subjects hints at the 
authority and involvement of the writer and of trials overcome. It is 
making a claim for status as an academic insider.
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The fact that almost 40 per cent of the thanks in the corpus went to 
friends and family for companionship, encouragement and sympathy 
suggests that the genre is not simply an opportunity for strategizing. 
Acknowledgements also provided these students with the chance to 
mention what they considered to be decisive affective influences in 
completing their research. 

15.  I should thank my dear parents and husband. Though they 
are thousands of miles away from me, their continuous 
encouragement, silent concern and endless love converge to 
my momentum to work hard and achieve the best I can.

(Business PhD)

Last, but definitely not the least, I am greatly indebted to 
my family. It was my parents’ unconditional love, care, and 
tolerance which made the hardship of writing the thesis 
worthwhile.

(Public Administration PhD)

Such allusions to the tensions and difficulties of graduate study are 
common, and in thanks to family and friends we see the writer’s expres-
sion of a personal self with a life and relationships outside the aca-
demic. Here writers become more human, individual and sympathetic 
to readers. 

This, then, is perhaps the most explicitly interactional genre of the 
academy whose communicative purpose virtually obliges writers to 
represent themselves more openly. Here the writer can present a self 
disentangled from the conventions of powerful academic discourse 
types and reveal a real individual coping with the perplexing demands 
of research and overcoming its challenges. Yet the choices available are 
not entirely arbitrary. Acknowledgements are not random lists of thanks 
but a demonstration of competent participation in a disciplinary com-
munity. This, then, is a site where writers can textualize themselves as 
autonomous intellectuals worthy of respect, familiar with the norms 
and practices of their discipline, and deserving of the qualification 
sought.

6.4 Conclusions
The growing numbers of students in Higher Education, both graduate 
and undergraduate, international and domestic, has helped drive a 
belated interest in student discourses in recent years. As a result of this 
attention we now recognize far more clearly the kinds of language that 
are involved in both speaking and writing and the demands these place 
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on students. Most importantly, it is now apparent that acquisition of 
disciplinary knowledge involves students encountering a new and 
dominant literacy, which often differs considerably from their previous 
experience. While disciplines rely on different genres, and to some 
extent on different strengths in communication, academic ability is fre-
quently evaluated in terms of competence in this ‘essayist literacy’ so 
that students often find their own literacy practices to be marginalized 
and regarded as failed attempts to approximate standard forms. 

Supervisors and teachers appear to be uncertain of their responsibil-
ities in terms of literacy support and their responses vary widely. Many 
subscribe to an autonomous view of academic literacy, taking academic 
conventions to be unproblematic and seeing essayist literacy as a self-
evident way of participating in university tasks. They simply assign a 
grade to a finished product and shunt students off to the Writing Centre 
or EAP Unit to fix-up their problems. Others are more sympathetic, but 
do not feel competent to assist their students with language issues, 
while yet others rewrite huge swathes of poorly written theses them-
selves. Each of these reactions assumes a single literacy which students 
have unsuccessfully mastered: communication difficulties are there-
fore seen as learners’ own weaknesses and support as an exercise in 
language repair.

The kinds of descriptions of student discourses discussed in this 
chapter are beginning, together with social constructionist and new lit-
eracy perspectives on language in education, to inform our understanding 
of academic literacy practices. They reveal the fact that students inhabit 
complex academic and social worlds: taking elective courses outside 
their disciplines, delivering oral presentations and writing disserta-
tions and engaging in a disparate range of spoken and written genres. 
Such epistemological, ontological, social and discoursal border-cross-
ings pose enormous challenges for students and teachers alike, but we 
now recognize the literacy practices that help mark off these borders 
and begun to describe the genres which will assist students to manage 
these crossings while maintaining a sense of their own identities as 
writers.

Notes
1.  The term thesis is used here, following UK-influenced educational settings, to refer 

to doctoral research and dissertation to Masters level work. I am aware that the terms 
are reversed in US-influenced contexts, but hope this choice won’t cause too much 
confusion.
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A book about the ways of thinking and using language in the academy 
might seem to leave this chapter out on a limb. After all, popular texts 
rarely find their way into universities and seldom carry the same pres-
tige as the research, instructional and student discourses we have 
explored in previous chapters. There is, however, as Cloitre and Shinn 
(1985) suggest, a continuum of genres used in academic communica-
tion and popularizations are part of this wider scientific discourse. 

Over the last few chapters I have stressed how the social practices of 
the academy are interpreted through language for different audiences: 
for experts, for students, for industry, and for practitioners, and in each 
case, how this recontextualization offers different ways of understand-
ing academic practices. Extending our interest beyond the mainstream, 
canonical discourses of the academy gives access to very different sci-
entific practices; offering insights into how relations between science 
and society are mediated and how the cultural authority of science is 
promoted. In fact, popular science discourses play an enormous role in 
shaping most people’s views of academic work: informing lay under-
standings of the interests, methods, discourses, and knowledge that it 
produces. Such differences suggest that ‘science’ is not a ‘given’ in the 
sense of a monolithic entity always understood in the same way, but a 
social construct created by different groups with different interests and 
that these draw upon and sometimes distort what others see as reality. 
In this sense, then, the books, articles and documentary broadcasts 
which seek to meet an apparently insatiable demand for the findings of 
academic research merit attention in this book. 

7.1 What is popular science?
The term ‘popular science’ refers to articles, books, journals, and televi-
sion programmes produced for audiences without a professional need 
for information about science. There is nothing new in this. Over a 
century ago scientists such as Michael Faraday and Thomas Huxley 
often sought to popularize their work through easily understood 
public lectures while popular journals regularly circulated research to 

7 Popular discourses
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a Victorian audience. Today popular science comprises an array of 
formats and a diverse assortment of topics. While dominated by tech-
nology, life sciences, and physics, we can see it as embracing all areas 
of academic popularization including history and linguistics, both of 
which have gained considerable mass appeal in recent years. Popular 
science also disseminates work to a range of different audiences. While 
magazines like New Scientist and Scientific American may be read by 
scientists as a way of keeping track of developments outside their own 
fields, the public gets most of its information about science from the 
popular media. Science journalism, in fact, has informed public debate 
and helped to establish research and policy agendas on issues as diverse 
as stem cell research and energy generation. 

The emergence of such popular discourses is, at least in part, a 
response to the growing impact of science on public life and the matu-
ration of a generation which grew up with ‘Sputnik, the environmental 
movement, the war on cancer, the Space Program and the energy crisis’ 
(Lewenstein, 1987). Some 40 per cent of American adults report having 
an interest in science and its popularity is born out by the shelf space 
devoted to it in bookshops, the number of documentaries in TV listings, 
and the success of specialist journals such as Popular Science, New 
Scientist and History Today. Most daily newspapers now have special-
ized science sections and the number of science articles in the press has 
been increasing (Pellechia, 1997). TV documentaries such as Nova in 
the USA and Horizon in Britain continue to win awards for their dis-
semination of science and this interest has even seeped into prime-
time TV dramas. CSI, Silent Witness and House, for example, are all 
immersed in science and technology and have scientists as heroes. In 
this section I briefly define this area and identify some of its distin-
guishing features.

i. Celebrated and mass sciences

What unites the diverse genres of popular science is that they all have 
some personal relevance or entertainment value for a general audience. 
So, for example, the 2007 shortlist for the prestigious Royal Society 
Prize for Science Books included books on climate science, psychology, 
human evolution, biodiversity and medicine. The prize was won by 
Daniel Gilbert, a Harvard University psychology professor, for Stum-
bling on Happiness and some idea of the appeal of this type of discourse 
can be gained from the remarks by the chair of the judges who 
commented:

Daniel Gilbert’s voice provides a witty companion throughout this 
exploration of the science behind the pursuit of happiness an issue 
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which fascinates us all. He uses cognitive science and psychology 
to provide intriguing insights into human nature, helping us to 
understand why we make the decisions we do.

These then are interpretations of academic activity recast with an eye 
for the interests, beliefs and preoccupations of a new readership.

But while entertainment is certainly a key aspect of popular science, 
it would be a great oversimplification to dismiss it as merely infotain-
ment. The author Bill Bryson captures something of this in discussing 
his motivation for writing A Short History of Nearly Everything:

The idea was to see if it isn’t possible to understand and appreci-
ate – marvel at, enjoy even – the wonder and accomplishments of 
science at a level that isn’t too technical or demanding, but isn’t 
entirely superficial either.

(Bryson, 2003: 24)

Here then, is a discourse related to the academy, its work, and its forms 
of communication conveying the complexity of scientific content but 
stripped of its more forbidding rhetorical features and technical lexis. 

Not all popularizations are alike, however, and here we might crudely 
distinguish two ends of a cline: celebrated science and mass science. 
Both are concerned with dissemination rather than discovery, but one 
embraces the models, theories and events which contextualize discov-
eries and developments, and the other focuses on novelty and journal-
istic immediacy. The former celebrates the existence of science and its 
professional traditions in a scholarly, essayist fashion concerned, essen-
tially, with making scientific understandings available to an educated 
elite eager for prestige knowledge. It is often written by scientists, some 
of the stature of Richard Lewontin and Stephen Hawking, rather than 
journalists, and deals with broad-ranging and challenging topics like 
visual agnosia, black holes and the language instinct. Mass science, on 
the other hand, is addressed to a wider audience concerned with sci-
ence news, focusing on recent scientific developments, such as stem 
cell research, space exploration and nanotechnology. It is the very 
accessibility of such mass popularizations which permit many science-
related controversies, such as the long-running debates over biological 
determinism and genetically modified foodstuffs, to play out in the 
public realm where political, philosophical and ideological beliefs mix 
freely with scientific evidence. 

It is these mass discourses of science which have attracted the great-
est research interest. Communications researchers and social scientists 
have been particularly concerned with the ways scientific information is 
presented to the general public and what impact this has upon social 
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practices, public policies and political affairs (e.g. Bates, 2005). This 
opinion-forming role is somewhat uncertain however, as it involves 
complex interactions between a text and readers’ background beliefs. 
We always have the option to reject the information we encounter and 
adopt a stance ranging anywhere between the critical and the deferen-
tial (Phillips and Norris, 1999). It is interesting, for example, that despite 
the widespread dissemination of science in the most scientifically 
advanced country the world has ever seen, creationists can still per-
suade politicians, judges and ordinary citizens that evolution is a 
flawed, poorly supported fantasy and ensure that ‘intelligent design’ is 
taught as an alternative to evolution in US science classrooms. It is this 
uncertainty of response which means that popular science may also 
blur the boundaries between formal science and pseudoscience.

ii. Popular and professional sciences

As a bridge between the professional scientific literature and the realm 
of popular political and cultural discourse, popular science shares 
some of the purposes of both but is distinct from each. It generally 
attempts to wield the authority of science, sometimes even on social 
and political issues, but both scientific facts and the argument forms of 
professional science change considerably in translation. This has pro-
duced a rather disdainful attitude to popularizations by many who see 
the scientific elite as producing accurate, privileged knowledge for dis-
cerning experts and popularizers disseminating simplified accounts to 
a passive mass readership. But while some analysts condemn popular 
treatments for their inaccuracy and sensationalism, others criticize the 
impenetrability of professional academic writing as a means of enhanc-
ing the mystique of science. 

Media research, in fact, is often damning of popular science. In a 
study of 42 science articles in different news genres, for example, Singer 
(1990) found 93 per cent contained errors of omission, emphasis and 
overstatement. In fact, scientists themselves are often critical of popu-
lar journalism as the stress on novelty in these accounts means that 
they often lack important information which allows readers to make 
informed judgements. Nor are such criticisms confined to journalists. 
Even the celebrated scientist Stephen Jay Gould has been taken to task 
by those whose research he popularizes as having trivialized their work 
(Goodell, 1985). But while coverage of specific topics, such as the 
alleged finding of the ‘gay gene’, have been sensationalized, others 
argue that popular science portrays a message created by the scientific 
community itself so that ‘the hyping of research results might be part of 
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a more systemic problem associated with the increasingly commercial 
nature of the research environment’ (Caulfield, 2004). 

Importantly, however, the discourse of popular science is not simply 
the reporting of scientific facts for a less specialist audience, merely 
eliminating mathematical formulae or complicating details and explain-
ing concepts more thoroughly. Instead, it represents phenomena in 
different ways to achieve different purposes. Most simply, while scien-
tists are interested in explaining natural and social events by producing 
evidence for claims, popular science writers are most concerned with 
establishing the novelty of their topic to attract a lay audience, particu-
larly in the mass media where advertisers pay to access this audience. 

Popularizers, then, actually transform the products of elite culture in 
the process of appropriating them and so influence the nature of elite 
science itself. Popular science constructs a dialogue across discursive 
domains by exploiting both science and popular understandings and 
this involves a very different kind of rhetoric to professional science. 
Fahnestock (1986), using an Aristotelian classification, identifies the 
rhetorical mode of these ‘scientific accommodations’ as ‘epideictic’ 
rather than ‘forensic’ in that their aim is to celebrate rather than vali-
date findings. In other words, the purpose of the scientific literature is 
to persuade other specialists of the validity of conclusions and the 
effectiveness of methods. To do this they draw on a standard format 
and give prominence to results and to tables, figures and diagrams as 
representations of physical evidence. Popular science, in contrast, 
attempts to convince scientific outsiders (including scientists in other 
fields) of the significance of data and conclusions and to celebrate the 
results, with their validity largely taken for granted. 

In speaking to a general audience, however, these texts cannot assume 
that their readers will always recognize the significance of information 
in the same way as experts, and so relevance has to be supplied in the 
text itself rather than presupposed in the context. This means that the 
original scientific claims are often ‘boosted’ in popularizations and 
supplemented with additional appeals which adjust new information 
to readers’ assumptions and values. Myers (1994), for example, shows 
how facts in popular science are endowed with an authority they do 
not have in the specialist texts from which they originated. The quali-
fied and tentative statements emphasizing that new observations are 
consistent with established knowledge are largely replaced by a dis-
course which emphasizes uniqueness, importance and generality. In 
terms of additional appeals, Fahnestock (1986) points out that these 
texts are usually explicit in their claims about the value of the scientific 
work they report, drawing on either ‘wonder’ or ‘application’ appeals 
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by either praising its value or its potential for future benefits. Most sim-
ply: questions of utility replace questions of fact.

Such appeals are perhaps most obvious in the tones of breathless 
enthusiasm for the apparently endless breakthroughs reported in sci-
ence journalism, reinforcing a technocratic ideology that our lives are 
constantly improved through scientific development. They are less 
obvious, however, in the ‘broadsheet’ end of the popular spectrum. In 
the books and quality documentaries of celebrated science the wonder 
and application appeals are more subtle, but ultimately remain sup-
portive of scientific models and world views.

iii. Popular with whom?

A central question of these discourses is who are popular science texts 
actually produced for and consumed by? Clearly the existence of both 
celebrated and mass science formats suggests diverse audiences. In fact, 
there is no ‘public’ for science but many publics: the specialist and the 
lay, the enthusiast and the dabbler, the powerful and the powerless. 

Predominantly, however, this is a mass audience for newsworthy 
science; a group whose interests in current affairs extends beyond the 
social and political to developments in scientific and technological 
issues. It is, for example, the audience of the long-running US science 
documentary series Nova which offers ‘science adventures for curious 
grownups’, or of the Scientific American magazine, whose Homepage 
promises subscribers:

120 plus updates on the latest groundbreaking events in sci-
ence and technology
Nearly 60 important reports by leading experts on medicine, 
space, the environment, archaeology, weaponry and much 
more
Intriguing facts, statistics and their implications

But this is just one audience, and very different one to those who enjoy 
the sophisticated, literary treatments of celebrated science in the books 
of Gould, Gribbin and Gleick, for instance. Here the term ‘popular 
audience’ takes on an altogether more restricted sense as science is 
recontextualized for an elite educated minority. 

Perhaps these audiences might best be understood by looking at 
how they are constructed through the aims of the discourse producers 
themselves. Rowan (1989: 165) argues that the goals of popular science 
writing involve ‘making a profit or educating the masses’. The adver-
tisements for home-renewable energy, techno gizmos, and diet plans 
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which typically accompany TV and print mass science reminds us that 
these media provide manufacturers with access to a particular demo-
graphic. But while we can see the audience as consumers of products, 
the ideology of popular science, and celebrated science in particular, is 
strongly informational, or even educational. Discussing a radio phone-
in programme he did following publication of his best-selling The Blind 
Watchmaker, for example, Richard Dawkins comments:

The listeners who telephoned were genuinely interested in the 
subject of evolution. They were not hostile to it, they simply did not 
know anything about it. Instead of destroying arguments, I had the 
more constructive task of educating the innocent. . . . Aside from 
some vague nonsense about ‘monkeys’, they simply did not know 
what Darwinism was.

(2006: xv)

Here is a clear educational purpose as writers themselves, whether 
scientists or journalists, often present popular science in terms of a 
democratic agenda to bring science to a wider audience. 

We tend, therefore, to find a liberal anti-elitism in the justifications 
of many popular science writers which emphasizes demystification 
and the translation of the abstract and technical into the everyday and 
familiar. But while claims of egalitarianism and empowerment are com-
mon, some writers go further in regarding it as an improving discourse 
which can expand the horizons of the masses. In a recent Guardian 
podcast (Guardian 30 July 2007), for example, the critically acclaimed 
British novelist Ian McEwan referred to science as a ‘marvellous form 
of engagement with the world’, which was too important to be the 
property of scientists alone. Even more explicitly the palaeontologist 
Stephen Jay Gould arguably the most esteemed popularizer of them all, 
talks of academics ‘sharing the power and beauty of their field with 
people in other professions’ and reaching ‘millions of Americans eager 
for intellectual stimulation without patronization’ (Gould, 1992: 11). 

For Fuller (1998), the faith in human intelligence, equality and uni-
versal reason which underlies these democratic views carries strong 
traces of Enlightenment thinking and Victorian philanthropic values. 
But she also points out that far from being a democratizing and inclu-
sive discourse, ‘much popular science has been foremost an attempt to 
construct dialogue between discursive elites, who for the main share 
cultural values’ (Fuller, 1998: 39). Gould’s writing in particular shows 
how this discourse ‘cultivates’ readers through a rhetorical flattery 
which draws on a ‘high culture’ of literary and classical allusions. More 
generally, however, the discourses of science, including the humani-
ties, technology and social sciences, carry enormous prestige and 
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cultural authority in the West due to their apparent ability to answer 
our questions about the world, to explain its intricacies, satisfy our 
curiosities, and improve our futures. For this audience, then, popular 
science gives access to the dominant modes for interpreting reality and 
our own existence. It also accrues status to those who possess such 
prestige knowledge. 

7.2 Two popular science genres
The distinctive language forms and audiences of these different popu-
lar science formats might best be illustrated by consideration of two 
very different genres. TV documentaries and the books of celebrated 
science written by eminent scientists and science writers offer contrasts 
not only in medium but also in the ways they represent their subjects. 
As we have seen in the last section, while celebrated science ‘culti-
vates’ it’s readers by rhetorical practices which insinuate prestigious 
reader positions, documentaries are altogether more accessible and 
adopt different rhetorical practices.

i. TV documentaries

Documentary films represent a broad category of visual expression that 
seek to ‘document’ reality in various ways, either by simple observa-
tional methods, or more often through a narrative format. The genre 
has a distinguished history and a new appetite among cinema-goers for 
‘long-form’ documentaries, such as Super Size Me, March of the Pen-
guins and An Inconvenient Truth together with a new ‘short form’ 
appearing on the web is breathing new life into the genre. On televi-
sion, the popularity of documentaries has made the Discovery Channel 
the most widely distributed cable network in the US, reaching more 
than 92 million households, and giving it a global audience of 431 mil-
lion homes in 170 countries. 

A considerable amount of documentary output addresses scientific 
topics, particularly relating to history, natural history, health and medi-
cine, physics, social geography, and technology. Perhaps the two main 
exponents of this genre are the long-running and popular series Nova 
and Horizon. Nova is a popular science series broadcast on PBS in the 
US and in more than 100 other countries. Using a format which often 
includes interviews with scientists directly involved in the subject, and 
occasionally footage from the actual moment of a particular discovery, it 
has covered topics such as global warming, elementary particles and 
string theory. In the UK, the BBC2 flagship programme Horizon enjoys 
similar prestige and longevity, still attracting large audiences after 
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45 years of broadcasting. During that time, however, both presentation 
styles, and audience expectations of documentaries have changed dra-
matically. In the 1960s the celebrated historian AJP Taylor could speak 
live directly to camera without notes, autocue or visual aids in his series 
of lectures on the First World War. In the last few years, in contrast, Peter 
and Dan Snow are supported in their Battlefield Britain by sophisticated 
computer graphics, re-enactments of the battles, and ‘interviews’ with 
soldiers from both sides.

One key feature of the science documentary genre is the use of 
strongly narrative storylines. Onega and Landa (1996: 6) observe that 
‘narrative creates its meaning by noting the contributions that actions 
and events make to a particular outcome and then configures these 
parts into a whole episode’. Since real events do not offer themselves to 
us as stories, this means shaping them from a particular point of view, 
generally by focusing on actors and their behaviour and by emphasiz-
ing the relationships between things rather than the things themselves. 
In popular science documentaries this reshaping often takes the form of 
a detective story: an interpretive repertoire in which only one theory 
of science is readily expressed and endorsed (Curtis, 1994). 

The ‘detective’ metaphor is apparent in many episodes of Horizon, 
for example. An episode often begins with a ‘taster’ laying out the key 
issues as a problem, followed by a focus on an individual scientist’s 
human and intellectual journey of discovery gathering facts and elimi-
nating alternatives, usually with a ‘plot twist’ or breakthrough about 
midway just as defeat seems inevitable. It typically ends with commen-
tary from a sequence of experts and people affected by the discovery 
edited together to create a sense of summary. 

This format has been criticized as ‘dumbing down’ science and chas-
ing ratings at the expense of content (Orlowski, 2006). One former 
Horizon editor, for instance, expressed concern about this narrative 
emphasis on human stories at the expense of science and its effect on 
the series:

When the balance between science and human drama was right, 
then the results were exceptional. Lynch’s prize-winning film, 
Fermat’s Last Theorem, described as a love story between a man 
and his equation, achieved that balance. And mixed in a series with 
other approaches, it is a valid format. But the extent to which it 
came to be used and to which the science often took a secondary 
role began to change the feel of Horizon, compounded by its weak-
ness in describing the big ideas. 

(Goodchild, 2004)

By arbitrarily adopting one position on an issue rather than presenting 
a variety of positions, the format suggests that the average viewer can 
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only cope with one clear ‘narrative’, no matter how deceptive such 
a view of the world might be.

Curtis (1994) argues that this approach not only emphasizes the 
human over the scientific, but promotes a particular normative view of 
science. While appearing to simply describe events, detective narra-
tives conform to particular Baconian values about the proper conduct 
of scientific research. In contrast to the individualistically cut-throat 
and competitive depiction of research in Watson’s (1980) account of the 
discovery of the structure of DNA, for example, the good detective 
avoids preconceptions, carefully gathers facts to test hypotheses, 
employs induction to eliminate alternatives, and eventually arrives at 
certainties. As Curtis (1994: 444) observes:

It is not the vain, arrogant, disputatious cosmologist who succeeds 
in science, but rather the humble, plodding scientific gumshoe. 

In the narrative of induction by elimination the choices open to the 
hero become increasingly limited and the final outcome is almost an 
inevitability. A good narrative, then, has a beginning, a middle and an 
end, moving from doubt to certainty and arriving at a resolution. Scien-
tific investigations, in the narrative telling, always reach closure and 
the patient scientist is ultimately vindicated.

ii. Popular science books

The Popular science book, as I have discussed earlier, is a very different 
creature to the documentary. More wide-ranging in subject matter, more 
discursive in presentation, and more meticulous in contextualization, 
these books represent an expression of an expert view on large topics 
like evolution, language, and the origins of the universe. They take the 
form of an argument rather than a narrative and move analysis to an 
altogether different level. This is not the plodding detective inductively 
sorting through clues, but the wide sweep of a confident assimilator 
weaving a detailed understanding of a topic while manoeuvring us 
towards a particular view of it. 

In these texts a commonsense world of the everyday is gradually 
reconstrued into a technical one through the use of familiar landmarks 
and recognizable cultural allusions. The reader is not simply titillated 
by science as in popular documentaries, persuaded to accept a novel 
claim as in professional texts, or apprenticed into the semantic configu-
rations of science as in instructional discourses. Instead, the science 
model is celebrated and an educated audience offered the writer’s 
learned perspective. At the same time, however, the reader is being led 
to a schemata of what is known and how it can be known and while 
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encoded in different ways, these schemata draw on a similar explana-
tory repertoire to reinforce a strongly materialist vision. 

Celebrated science very clearly rejects the positivist and technicist 
orientation which often characterizes popular science journalism by 
setting work more clearly in historical contexts. But while emphasizing 
humanist and social elements, it nevertheless offers an ideological 
interpretation of the world by endowing social relations with nature’s 
authority. Essentially, this is a discourse of universal laws, analytical 
procedures, and controlled experiments in which organisms are 
removed from the systems in which they exist and represented as inca-
pable of flexible responses to their environment (Lewontin, 1998: 117). 
All phenomena, from the molecular to the social, are seen as special 
cases of overarching laws where individuals are passively subject to 
forces which they confront but cannot influence. In their different ways, 
three of the most well known, and best-selling, poplar science books 
underpin this view: Richard Dawkins’ The Blind Watchmaker (1986), 
Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time (1988), and Stephen Pinker’s 
The Language Instinct (1995). Each attempts to explain its subject to a 
non-specialist audience in terms of a relatively unified theory of under-
lying order with which human subjects have little option but to comply.

Interestingly, although these arguments deal with widely different 
topics, they are characterized by considerable similarities in lexical 
choice. When common function words (pronouns, articles, conjunc-
tions, etc.) and topic-specific terms (such as species, cells, quarks, mass, 
grammatical ) are stripped out, then over half of all words in the most 
frequent 100 in each text are found in all three books. These fall roughly 
into four broad functional areas, shown here with a few examples:

Hedging:  may, might, must, seems, should
Vagueness: something, thing, people
Argument:   point, fact, know, means, example, case, meaning
Description: difference, different, first, called, new, number

While some of these words are also relatively common in research 
writing, only different, may, number and example occur in the top 
150 words of my 1.5 million word research article corpus. These simi-
larities across the three books compared with research papers point to 
the very different ways that this genre presents information and seeks 
to engage readers. 

One distinctive feature is the ways celebratory science deploys the 
familiar academic signals of tentativeness and circumspection. Hedges 
are used extensively in professional texts to withhold commitment to a 
statement for personal protection against the possibility of being proved 
wrong or to open a space for readers’ alternative views. A common use 
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of hedging in this genre, however, is to present a mistaken belief which 
is then contradicted by the facts. Sometimes such beliefs are seen to be 
held by past generations of scientists as yet unenlightened by modern 
discoveries, but more often, these false assumptions are attributed to an 
unspecified general audience of the book (1): 

1.  Therefore they must be classified together with mammals. This 
may seem strange, but personally I can treat it with equanimity.

(Dawkins, p. 279)

 Here, one would think, linguistics runs into the problem of 
any historical science: no one recorded the crucial events at 
the time they happened . . .

(Pinker, p. 20)

Imaginary time may sound like science fiction, but it is in fact 
a well defined mathematical concept . . .

(Hawking, p. 139)

In fact, arguing with the reader by disabusing him or her of the incor-
rect beliefs which have been ascribed to them is a common rhetorical 
practice in these texts. The vague notion of people, for example, is often 
invoked to represent such straw-readers (Example 2) and the expres-
sion in fact frequently employed to contradict our complacent 
understandings of how things are (Example 3):

2.  Many people do not like the idea that time has a beginning, 
probably because it smacks of divine intervention.

(Hawking, p. 49)

There are people for whom ‘random’ would have the follow-
ing meaning, in my opinion a rather bizarre meaning.

(Dawkins, p. 307)

3.  The proposal was quickly withdrawn. There is a good reason 
why so-called laziness in pronunciation is in fact tightly regu-
lated by phonological rules.

(Pinker, p. 177)

All very neat and orderly it seems. But in fact, on the disc itself 
the arrangement of the text is anything but neat and orderly.

(Dawkins, p. 173)

Ultimately, however, following this oppositional expert–novice dis-
course, the reader is brought onside by a rhetoric of inclusion. The 
audience is inducted into the current consensus of science, or at least 
the writer’s version of it, by establishing a platform of what we might all 
readily assent to. Reference to what we all know heralds that reader and 
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scientist alike have triumphed over the limitations of common sense to 
achieve a more enlightened understanding: 

4.  We now know that neither the atoms nor the protons and neu-
trons that are within them are indivisible.

(Hawking, p. 68)

We know this because we find, scattered around the chromo-
somes, long strings of DNA text that are identical.

(Dawkin, p. 119)

 We know fallible memory is the cause of these errors because 
the irregular verbs that are used the least often by parents. . . .

(Pinker, p. 178)

Reference to such relatively esoteric scientific knowledge as the 
common property of writer and audience therefore intimates a transfer 
of expertise to the reader as an honorary holder of the prestige under-
standings which they seek. The discourse of celebratory science therefore 
not only offers a persuasive and academically endorsed representation 
of the world, but also admits an educated elite into its mysteries. The 
conventions of academic argument, the ways that research is discur-
sively reconstructed for social agreement, thus extend beyond the 
claims presented to peers or teachers to draw on values influenced by 
more everyday concerns and ideologies. For science’s publics, as for 
scientists, what is accepted depends on the conceptual frameworks 
they employ – and these are social, not abstract intellectual constructs.

7.3 Science journalism
While documentaries and books are significant carriers of popular 
science discourses, the field is actually dominated by mass science 
journalism, which has grown considerably in recent years. Not only 
are bookstalls full of journals such as New Scientist, History Today 
and National Geographic, but science-related articles make a regular 
appearance in weekly international news journals such as Time, News-
week and The Economist, as well as in daily papers. This then, is how 
most people encounter science. With an emphasis on uniqueness and 
generality expressed in a tone of factual authority, these texts present 
research as news and create a context for scientific information very 
different to that found in the research literature. In this section I discuss 
this rhetorical context of science journalism in more detail, focusing in 
particular on its organizational patterns, accommodation of readers, 
and expression of stance.
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i. Narrative and novelty

The first thing that strikes a reader familiar with research reporting 
when browsing a mass science article is the way that it is organized. 
Instead of finding the main claim towards the end of the paper as in a 
research article, it is typically foregrounded at the beginning. Nwogu 
(1991), for instance, found that journalistic accounts typically open 
with a background move which contextualizes the research issue as a 
problem for readers and then follows this with the main outcome of the 
research, often including reference to the scientists themselves. These 
examples are typical:

5.  A simple spit test could soon help police officers keep tired 
drivers off the road. Sleep researcher Paul Shaw and his team 
at the Washington University School of Medicine have dis-
covered that amylase, an enzyme in saliva, correlates to 
sleepiness.

(Popular Science, Nov 2007)

 New moms beware: If you want to shed those extra pounds 
you packed on while pregnant, you better get your sleep. A 
new study shows that women are more likely to lose baby fat 
if they get over five hours of shut-eye a night.

(Scientific American, Nov 2007)

This deductive rhetorical pattern highlights the novelty and impor-
tance of the topic rather than the steps taken to get there and this can be 
confusing for scientists. Myers (1990: 141), for example, reports how 
the editor of the New England Journal of Medicine published both 
an original immunology article and a version rewritten by a Science 
journalist who gave greater attention to organization, explication and 
clarity. General physicians subsequently wrote applauding the fact that 
even difficult topics could be made accessible to non-specialists while 
immunologists complained that the revised version was harder to read 
because information wasn’t where they expected to find it. Both groups 
therefore had different views about the best way to write immunology 
based on their own needs, background knowledge, discourse expecta-
tions, and reading purposes.

Myers (1990) goes on to argue that, like the documentary genre dis-
cussed earlier, science journalism focuses on the objects of study rather 
than the disciplinary procedures by which they are studied. Profes-
sional papers construct what he calls a ‘narrative of science’ which 
follows the argument of the scientist, arranging time into a parallel series 
of events and emphasizing the conceptual structure of the discipline in 
their syntax and vocabulary. The discourse embodies assumptions of 
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impersonality, cumulative knowledge construction, and empiricism. 
The popular articles, on the other hand, present a ‘narrative of nature’, 
focusing on the topic itself rather than the scientific activity of studying 
it. The presentation is chronological, and the syntax and vocabulary 
create a picture of nature which is external to scientific practices: the 
scientist acts alone and simply observes nature. 

These different language choices convey different meanings of both 
research and science. This is most obvious at the opening of papers. 
Myers, for example, compares the titles and opening paragraphs from 
two articles reporting the same research: the first, in the scientific jour-
nal Evolution (Example 6) and the second in the popular New Scientist 
(Example 7):

6.  The reproductive behaviour and the nature of sexual selec-
tion in Scato phaga stercoraria L. (Diptera: Scatophagidae). 
IX. Spatial distribution of fertilization rates and evolution of 
male search strategy within the reproductive area.

 The present series of papers is aimed towards constructing a 
comprehensive model of sexual selection and its influence on 
reproductive strategy in the dungfly, Scatophaga stercoraria. 
The technique used links ecological and behavioural data 
obtained in the field with laboratory data on sperm competi-
tion, for which a model has already been developed.

7. Sex and the cow pats

Why do peacocks sport outrageously resplendent plumage 
compared with their more conservative mates? Why do majes-
tic red deer stags engage in ferocious combat with each other 
for possession of harems, risking severe injury from their 
spear-point antlers?

The extract in (Example 6) has an extremely precise title and an open-
ing paragraph which emphases a link between research methods and 
the promise of an explanatory model while (Example 7) has a title 
which highlights what is most interesting to lay readers and then hooks 
them by anthropomorphizing animal behaviour. 

Another obvious way that popular journalism claims attention and 
establishes novelty is through the use of visuals. Figures, diagrams, 
photographs, and so on are a key means of conveying meaning in sci-
ence research articles where they are manipulated and assembled to 
enhance the visibility of desired information and make the message 
more convincing (Knorr Cetina and Amann, 1990). But striking visual 
images have been used to attract readers and illustrate the wonders of 
nature in popular science journals since the mid-nineteenth century, 
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although the messages they convey are very different. Miller (1998), 
for example, shows that while visual elements in academic texts are 
mainly arguments, following formal conventions organized for maxi-
mum persuasion and access to new information, in the popular press 
they function largely to attract the reader to the article and to explain 
rather than prove. 

Visuals in popularizations often distort the argument through over-
simplification or depict the implications of research without containing 
the original proofs. In the biological reports studied by Miller, for exam-
ple, visuals transferred from research journals lost their comparative 
elements which showed cause and effect to depict the event as a narra-
tive which separated steps in a story. The visuals in Newsweek served 
to pull the reader in with colour and anthropomorphism, summarizing 
the findings while losing the detailed argument. Thus, together with a 
narrative structure and a focus on the objects of study, visuals in popu-
lar science journalism work to grab the reader’s attention and highlight 
innovation.

ii. Accommodating readers

In addition to structuring articles to stress novelty and present a story 
of research relevant to a mass audience, popularizations also differ 
from professional discourses in the ways they frame information for a 
non-science audience. This involves constantly defining new concepts, 
making explicit links between entities and personalizing research 
practices. 

One obvious way in which this is done is to avoid jargon or offer an 
immediate gloss where this is not possible. Specialist terms and mathe-
matical expressions are largely absent from popularizations and code 
glosses are inserted to clarify what the writer assumes may be an unfa-
miliar usage, as here:

8.  Prozac, the popular antidepressant, blocks the action of a 
pump that sucks serotonin, a key mood-regulating chemical, 
out of the gaps between two neurons.

(Popular Science, Nov, 2007)

Chess’s team took advantage of DNA microarray technology to 
survey the activity of certain gene variants in the genome of 
human B lymphocytes (white blood cells that, like T cells, 
help fight infection). By cataloguing point mutations in the 
genetic code, they could decipher when two different alleles 
were being transcribed from DNA into RNA (the template that 
provides the recipes to build specific proteins).

(Scientific American, Nov 2007)
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The unfamiliar is thus made intelligible by brief, on-the-hoof, defini-
tions and explanations.

Non-scientists are also accommodated in these texts by the writer’s 
management of cohesion. Cohesion depends on the semantic structure 
of a text and so on the reader’s expectations and knowledge, particu-
larly knowledge of lexical relations. However, because scientific texts 
rarely contain replacement or pronouns for cohesion, non-specialists 
may struggle to see connections across sentences (Myers, 1991). 

Journalists, however, make these links explicit by using a variety of 
cohesive devices to serve as the basis for inferences about the meanings 
of any unfamiliar terms. In this extract from an article in Scientific 
American, for example, the writer is careful to ensure that the reader is 
able to recover the links describing the genetic causes of mental retar-
dation. Through the use of repetition, conjunctive phrases such as 
‘which means that’, determiners (the, those), and synonyms, connec-
tions are specified and the passage becomes transparent:

9.  In humans, the disorder stems from a mutation on the X chro-
mosome as a three-base sequence begins to repeat over and 
over in a section of the fragile X mental retardation 1 gene 
(FMR1). The portion of the gene where this error multiplies 
does not code for a protein, which means that several repeti-
tions of the sequence can occur without damaging the fragile 
X mental retardation protein (FMRP). People who have a gene 
with a sequence that is repeated 50 or fewer times are consid-
ered normal; those with fewer than 200 repetitions are carriers 
of the disorder. Individuals with more than 200 triplets, how-
ever, have disruptions to the promoter region of FMR1 that 
block the gene from being transcribed into RNA and forming 
a protein, thereby prompting onset of the syndrome.

Clearly the ‘naïve reader’ is unable to learn the cultural system encoded 
in the language of science merely through reading scientific texts, but 
the representation of scientific knowledge in popularizations at least 
provides a basis for understanding the products of that culture. 

A third way in which popularizations seek to engage with the incom-
plete knowledge-base of the non-specialist reader is to emphasize the 
credibility of the source of the information they report. In professional 
articles reliability is largely bestowed on findings by the writer’s display of 
craft practices and expert handling of recognized research methods. Attri-
butions to other scientists mainly function to align the writer in a 
particular camp or reward researchers who have conducted relevant 
prior work. Popularizations, on the other hand, bestow credibility on 
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scientists through their position in an institution, only identifying par-
ticular scientists when they are directly relevant to the research being 
reported:

These examples illustrate something of this:

10.  Scientists are just starting to identify a class of what they call 
vulnerability genes. In essence, they come in two forms: 
lucky and unlucky. ‘If you have one version, you are rela-
tively resilient in the face of stress’, says Brown University 
psychiatrist Ben Greenberg, who is collaborating with the 
Cleveland Clinic group.

(Scientific American, Nov 2007) 

‘We are now in a position to be able to generate patient- and 
disease-specific stem cells without using human eggs or 
embryos’, Shinya Yamanaka, leader of one of the research teams 
at Kyoto University in Japan, said in an e-mail interview.

(Science News, Vol. 172: 23, Nov 2007)

Instead of embedding new work in a community generated literature 
to demonstrate its relevance and importance, these texts use direct 
quotes to indicate the external origin of material in the current text and 
give credence to that material by drawing attention to the credibility of 
its source. In other words, it is journalism rather than science. 

Not only is authority given to the research by underlining the 
status of informants, but scientists are often allowed to tell the story 
themselves through direct quotes, making extensive use of the report-
ing verb say, as in this example:

11.  ‘Human embryonic stem cells should not be considered only 
as sources in transplantation medicine; they can be used 
also . . . to create models for human genetic disorders’, says 
study co-author Nissim Benvenisty, a geneticist at The Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem. ‘This is the first example where we 
in this field learn something new about a human genetic dis-
order that we couldn’t learn from the existing models’.

(Scientific American, Nov 2007) 

These options are hardly ever found in the article genre where 
imported material is overwhelmingly rewritten as a summary from a 
single source or as a generalization combining several different studies. 
In popularizations, then, science is both made intelligible in the char-
acteristics of conversation and brought to life through the direct quotes 
of those involved.
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iii. Attitude and interactions

The use of direct quotes, researcher identification and a sense of imme-
diate value all reaffirm the role of personal authorship in scientific 
research which is usually absent in professional academic discourses. 
In addition to the voices of researchers, however, the perspectives and 
interests of journalism also intrude into the text, with popular articles 
offering more emphatic claims about the findings of research and a 
fuller expression of personal attitude than professional discourse.

As we saw in Chapter 4, hedges and other modal devices which 
allow writers to comment on the factual status of propositions are key 
features of research genres, indicating the degree of caution or assur-
ance that can be attached to a statement. Writing for a peer audience, 
academics must carefully handle their claims to avoid overstating their 
case and risk inviting the rejection of their arguments. Hedges, then, are 
crucial to negotiating knowledge claims with a potentially sceptical 
audience, but scientists see their work as far more tentative and medi-
ated than journalists, who take a very different view towards facts. For 
the science journalist, hedges simply reduce the importance and news-
value of a story by drawing attention to its uncertain truth value.  

As I noted above, the process of transforming research into popular 
accounts involves removing doubts and upgrading the significance of 
claims to emphasize their uniqueness, rarity or originality. Fahnestock 
(1986) illustrates this by showing how the qualified conclusions from 
an article in Science, reporting a longitudinal study of mathematical 
aptitude, were transformed by two popular magazines. The original 
research article looked like this (with hedges underlined): 

12.  We favour the hypothesis that sex differences in achieve-
ment in and attitude toward mathematics result from superior 
male mathematical ability, which may in turn be related to 
greater male mathematical ability in spatial tasks. This male 
superiority is probably an expression of a combination of 
both endogenous and exogenous variables. We recognize, 
however, that our data are consistent with numerous alterna-
tive hypotheses. Nonetheless, the hypothesis of differential 
course-taking was not supported. It also seems likely that 
putting one’s faith in boy-versus-girl socialisation processes 
as the only permissible explanation of the sex difference in 
mathematics is premature.

(Benowa and Stanley, 1980)

In Newsweek (Example 13) and Time (Example 14), however, this ten-
tativeness is removed in favour of unmodified assertions which amplify 
the certainty of the claims and, in so doing, the impact of the story:
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13.  The authors’ conclusions: ‘Sex differences in achievement in 
and attitude to ward mathematics result from superior male 
mathematical ability’.

14.  According to its authors, Doctoral Candidate Camilla Pers-
son Benbow and Psychologist Julian C. Stanley of Johns 
Hopkins University, males inherently have more mathemati-
cal ability than females.

In glamorizing material for a wider audience, then popular science 
texts do not help readers to see how scientific facts can be questioned 
or modified removing hedges removes doubt.

It is also interesting to find these text littered with attitude markers, 
indicating the writer’s affective responses to material, pointing out 
what is important and encouraging readers to engage with the topic. 
Unlike their role in research papers, however, these markers do not 
signal the writer’s affiliation to shared disciplinary attitudes and 
values. Instead, they help to impart an informal tone and underline the 
accessibility of the material. The attitudes expressed are those which 
the interested lay reader might be expected to hold, rather than the 
writer:

15.  Researchers have hit upon an unusual way to spin tiny pro-
pellers – set them on top of tiny bouncing bubbles.

(New Scientist, Nov 2007)

 Algae seems a strange contender for the mantle of World’s 
Next Great Fuel, but the green goop has several qualities in 
its favor.

(Popular Science, Nov 2007)

 Call it a renaissance, call it a revolution; in the field of light 
microscopy, it is well under way.

(Scientific American, Nov 2007)

Readers are drawn in and engaged by having attitudes attributed to 
them as the writer suggests what we might think on the basis of a com-
munity-endorsed common sense. Reaching out to the reader in this 
way, however, is rare in professional research articles which appeal 
instead to the presupposed understandings of the peer group. 

Personal pronouns and questions are also far more common in the 
popular texts, where they perform a similar role of engaging readers in 
the issues:

16.  You may be familiar with the examples of the evolution of 
drug-resistant bacteria or agricultural pests. Microbes and 
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pests may change the fastest, but they are not unique. We see 
rapid evolution most often where some force (often us) has 
given it a jump start by suddenly and dramatically altering 
an organism’s environment.

(Scientific American, Nov 2007)

 Solix must struggle for answers before it can sell a thing: 
Which species of algae will produce the most oil? What’s 
the best way to grow it? And not least, how do you extract the 
oil from the algae once it’s grown?

(Popular Science, Nov 2007)

Attempts to engage readers also lie behind the considerable use of simi-
les and comparisons in this genre. Often writers use these to relate 
complex processes to more familiar events of our everyday lives, taking 
the reader’s perspective to present the strange and exotic in the terms of 
the commonplace and unexceptional. Here a simile and a reference to 
a commonplace kitchen appliance work to better convey a biological 
process and the appearance of equipment for producing alternative 
fuel:

17.  To get into the brain they must be shuttled across the blood–
brain barrier by specialized transport proteins. Like passen-
gers trying to board a crowded bus, amino acids compete for 
rides on these transporters. Not only does tryptophan have 
paltry representation among the passengers; it also competes 
with five other amino acids for the same transporter. Aced 
out by other amino acids, tryptophan thereby has a tough 
time hitching a ride to the brain.

(Scientific American, Nov 2007)

 Two parallel tracks, each about 60 feet long, protrude from 
the snow like the twin runners of a giant upended sled. 
A washing-machine-size box studded with dials and blank 
displays sits at one end. Nothing moves, nothing glows, 
nothing hums. The future of alternative energy sits silent 
before me. This is what’s going to make gasoline obsolete?

(Popular Science, Nov 2007)

In sum, science journalism provides an excellent illustration of the 
ways writers set out the same material for different purposes and read-
ers. This is a discourse which establishes the novelty, relevance and 
newsworthiness of topics which might not seem to warrant lay atten-
tion by making information concrete, novel and accessible. Findings 
are therefore invested with a factual status, related to real life concerns, 
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and presented as germane to readers with perhaps little interest in the 
ways that they were arrived at or in the controversies surrounding them. 
Readers, in fact, experience the academic world and its discourses as a 
succession of discoveries in the relentless advance of inductive science. 
In sum, science journalism works as journalism rather than science. It 
is written in ways which make the research accessible and allow a non-
specialist audience to recover the interpretive voice of the scientist. 

7.4 Conclusions
While often dismissed as mass-produced pseudoscience or misleading 
oversimplification, the discourse of popular science cannot be regarded 
as a single genre or dismissed so easily. Because of its widespread dis-
semination it is actually, most people’s only encounter with academic 
research. As a result it inevitably exercises considerable influence on 
personal perceptions, popular opinion and public debate and so must 
be seen as key element of academic discourse.

Popular science is also of considerable importance to teachers, 
researchers in cultural studies, and those interested in the discourses of 
the academy. We have seen that popularizations take a variety of forms 
which can be located on a cline. At one end are the books which offer a 
celebration of scientific knowledge for an educated audience eager for 
prestigious knowledge. These are typically written by specialists or sci-
entists themselves in a measured, literary style which situates research 
in historical and social contexts, elaborating controversy and disagree-
ment while avoiding sensationalism. At the other end of the cline is the 
mass science journalism discussed in the previous section, emphasiz-
ing novelty, significance and immediacy to make research socially 
relevant, findings assured and benefits tangible. 

In recontextualizing academic research for a wider audience, much 
popular science stresses the importance and value of findings and por-
trays research as an immediate encounter of a scientist with nature. 
Researchers thus become actors and the claim becomes a discovery 
event; jargon is evicted or roughly glossed; certainties replace tentative-
ness, and nouns regain their verbal status. Such a presentation therefore 
not only influences the ways science is understood, but also reconfig-
ures its discourse, reminding us that science is a communicative activity 
conducted among human beings. For readers of popular science, inves-
tigators are real people conducting research, putting forward ideas and 
finding ways to support them, so that science once again becomes ideas 
to be discussed rather than information to be received. 
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Much of this book has been concerned with the nature and role of aca-
demic discourse as it functions in the university: how it works to 
construct knowledge, disciplines, academics, and students. In focusing 
on its transformation into popular discourses, however, it becomes 
clear that the influence of academic discourse is not restricted to these 
contexts but spreads into the popular domain and into social debate. 
This closing chapter continues this discussion, pushing the context of 
academic discourse outwards from disciplinary communities into 
wider worlds. Here I briefly consider the impact of academic discourse 
on political and economic relations, on perceptions of science, and on 
international scholarship and publication.

8.1 Economic power and cultural authority 
Academic discourses clearly possess considerable cultural and politi-
cal clout. This is partly because of their prestige among an educated 
elite and the agenda-setting role of mass science in the media, but 
largely it is due to the control they afford over the physical and intel-
lectual circumstances of our lives. For many people, such discourses 
represent access to reliable knowledge and its authority is underpinned 
by what it tells us about the world we live in and how these under-
standings are routinely transformed into practical benefits. Their power 
rests on both what they contribute to our material comfort and on an 
ideology which clearly demarcates them from the everyday discourses 
of politics, commerce, religion, or common sense. They embody a ratio-
nality apparently devoid of vested interest, emotional conviction or 
political and economic values. In this section I briefly consider these 
wider connections. 

i. Academic discourse and economic power

One central reason for the power of academic, and particularly scien-
tific, discourse is the control it provides over our physical environment 
through technology. This control lies at the centre of economic devel-
opment and therefore at the heart of power in Western societies, where 

8 Wider worlds
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both government and private resources are ploughed into academic 
research. Lenoir (1997: 47), in fact, believes that disciplines are firstly 
political institutions whose main purpose is to assemble and channel 
the social and technical practices essential to the functioning of mod-
ern capitalism. This link is also clearly spelt out by Rose (1998: 237) in 
discussing the growth of science:

Modern science would not have happened without the evolution of 
industrial capitalism. From Chaucer’s Treatise on the Astrolabe, to 
the astronomy, mathematics and physics of Galileo, Descartes and 
Newton, the impetus and application of scientific discovery was in 
the maritime expansion of European trading and colonisation, and 
warfare between imperial powers. From Priestley to the present 
day, physical, chemical and geological sciences have developed in 
tandem with the beginnings, expansion and technologisation of 
mass industrial production, for which mercantile and imperial 
expansion provided the capital.

Academic work can only be supported in conditions of economic 
surplus and it is the allocation of this surplus which closely binds 
universities to their host societies. Increasingly, knowledge production 
has become ever more closely integrated with its application, driven by 
the emergence of global markets for knowledge. The intensification of 
international business competition has expanded beyond the capacity 
which in-house research can sustain and a new form of knowledge, 
evaluated by standards of applied usefulness, has replaced traditional 
academic knowledge based on standards of truth (e.g. Gibbons et al., 
1994). 

A discourse of social utility, whether current or potential, has there-
fore come to dominate the academy so that the idea of research driven 
by disinterested curiosity now seems rather quaint. In straightened 
times where universities depend ever more on commercial sources of 
income, academics must pay their way by seeking ‘consultancies’ and 
funding from industry and commerce rather than governments and 
educational charities. This context of commercial interests and the 
bureaucratic imperatives of modern capitalism mean that many aca-
demics feel a conflict between quality audits and market pressures on 
one hand and cherished academic values on the other. 

In this environment, disciplines can be seen as rival interest groups 
engaged in constant competition for power and resources. The dis-
courses of different disciplines, and of research programmes within 
disciplines, stake out different definitions of reality and often compete 
to gain acceptance for them. The ability to conduct research, and the 
prestige that accompanies the publication of its results, is therefore 
often contingent on persuading powerful bodies in the non-academic 
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sphere to provide resources, and as a result marketing norms have crept 
into university discourses (Fairclough, 1995). Through effective and 
well-organiseized political lobbies these promotional strategies have 
paid off handsomely. The hard sciences in particular have been very 
successful in articulating research with the priorities of government, 
military and business elites. Research in medicine, genetics, neurosci-
ence, military and space technology, and ‘big science’ generally, requires 
massive public investment and a clear harnessing of research to secular 
goals. 

Utility tends not to be a strong point of the humanities, however, 
where research is often too personal and context restricted to gain 
significant funding, but the growth of Higher Education and the media, 
has allowed history, philosophy, literature, and law to expand consid-
erably. By promoting a strong academic image and a discourse of liberal 
scholarship in contrast to the relentlessly commercial goals of the 
sciences, these disciplines have been able to persuade governments of 
their usefulness and to actually expand their rates of publication and 
Doctoral students. The social sciences have increased their prestige in 
a different way, largely by engaging in policy-oriented research or by 
developing general laws of human understanding. Fields such as social 
work, business studies, marketing, and education have been extremely 
susceptible to commercial and political influences and even applied 
linguistics has become increasingly implicated in political and military 
objectives (e.g. Rampton, 1995).

Mammon has drawn closer to the academy, but the influence of 
political and commercial interests on academic practices should not be 
seen as a one way street. Science is as much a part of the zeitgeist of 
contemporary capitalism as commerce and can set agendas as well as 
respond to them. In the longer term this has a significant impact on 
how we understand scientific knowledge and the value that we place 
on it, leading to increased scepticism concerning the role of academics 
and of the objectivity of academic discourse itself.

ii. Ideology and authority

Academic discourses are not only related to the wider world through 
their support for industrial infrastructures, but also through the hege-
monic perspectives they make available for understanding the world. 
These are prestigious and influential ideological systems, what Stanley 
Aronowitz (1988) calls the ‘discourse of the late capitalist state’:

Science is a language of power and those who bear its legitimate 
claims, i.e., those who are involved in the ownership and control of 
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its processes and results, have become a distinctive social category 
equipped with a distinctive ideology and position in the post-war 
world.

These discourses now exert a considerable, although often unnoticed, 
influence on all aspects of our everyday lives. They have spilled out of 
the academy to become the dominant mode for interpreting reality and 
our own existence, shaping our world view and influencing control of 
both material and human resources. As Halliday and Martin put it

Every text, from the discourses of technocracy and bureaucracy to 
the television magazine and the blurb on the back of the cereal 
packet, is in some way affected by the modes of meaning that 
evolved as the scaffolding for scientific knowledge. In other words, 
the language of science has become the language of literacy.

(1993: 11)

The discourse practices of a powerful social group have, therefore, 
become a dominant influence in many walks of life, increasingly pro-
viding both a model for communication and a filter for perception. As 
we have seen, popular discourses have played a major part in dissemi-
nating schemata which facilitate a mechanically materialist view of the 
world directed to utility, but this is a discourse which reaches even 
further, influencing the ways we see ourselves and respond to our envi-
ronment. Crowding out alternative perspectives, the dominant discourse 
is one of empiricism and universal laws which promotes a view of the 
world as composed of individuals passively subject to forces outside 
their control. In biology, for example, the doctrine of genetic determin-
ism, that all human traits are encoded in our DNA from birth, puts the 
individual at the mercy of inescapable laws (Lewontin, 1991). Simi-
larly, popular notions which suppress diversity to represent evolution 
as a fixed progression help construct an analogous picture of social and 
technological evolution as a march of uninterrupted progress to the 
present, justifying current political realities and humankind’s rightful 
control over the physical environment (Gould, 1998).

In other words, scientific discourse is used for ideological purposes, 
justifying social relations by endowing those relations with nature’s 
authority. The conventions of academic argument, the ways that 
research is discursively reconstructed for social agreement, draw on 
community values influenced by the ideologies and power relations 
which dominate socio-economic arrangements. For science’s publics, 
as for scientists, what is accepted as true depends on the conceptual 
frameworks they employ – and these are social, not abstract intellectual 
constructs.
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iii. Understanding of science 

In addition to shaping understandings of the world, academic dis-
courses also fashion the ways we understand science itself. The public 
largely accepts science’s claims, for example, that it offers unbiased 
insights into natural phenomena and beneficial pay-offs in terms of 
medicine, technology, and modern comforts. While not all disciplines 
have enjoyed the same status, the power of academic discourses has 
persuaded us to accept that the academy is deserving of state funding, 
that the curricula of schools and universities is best decided with their 
input, and that scientists should be autonomous and left free to police 
their own practices. 

More generally, science is largely complicit in its misrepresentation 
to outsiders. As we saw in the last chapter, popular discourses support 
a definite, naively empiricist view of science that contradicts the pic-
ture embodied in scientific articles. This is also the view, moreover, 
which seems to inform representations of science in politics, commerce 
and secondary education (e.g. Sutton, 1996). To write science is to 
simply observe nature by proceeding from given questions to unambig-
uous answers, unencumbered by preconceptions, research decisions, 
or methodological setbacks (Myers, 1990: 189). Scientific knowledge 
is therefore made intelligible as everyday reasoning, disguising negotia-
tion, personal interest, and social construction, and perpetuating 
unexamined myths about language operating to simply report external 
truths. The nature of academic language as speculative, interpretive, 
and theory-constitutive is lost as discourse is refashioned as reportage. 
Meanings, then, are not treated as socially contingent nor language as 
the means of exploring possibilities with others.

The integrity and neutrality of this discourse, however, is increas-
ingly questioned and there seems to be a growing public disillusion-
ment with the claims of science and the academy more widely. This is 
partly due to the close associations between academics and powerful 
interests, particularly in areas such as the development of genetically 
modified crops and weapons technology. In addition, public concerns 
about nuclear energy, genetic engineering, and the export of toxic waste, 
for example, have accelerated growing unease concerning science’s 
destructive power and its apparent inability to control the forces which 
most threaten the quality of our lives. 

A series of high profile academic fraud cases has further undermined 
confidence. In the last few years, for example, the Lawrence Berkeley 
National Laboratory in California admitted that one of its top scientists 
had fabricated the discovery of two new chemical elements and Jan 
Hendrik Schön, the rising star of nanotechnology at Bell Laboratories, 
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was accused of fabricating the findings of up to 22 of his most recent 
published papers. Most celebrated and damaging, however, has been 
the case of Hwang Woo-Suk, professor of biotechnology at Seoul 
National University. Considered until recently as one of the pioneering 
experts in stem cell research, his claims in the journal Science in 2004 
and 2005 to have succeeded in creating human embryonic stem cells by 
cloning were eventually shown to have been fraudulent. More insidi-
ous than this, and so harder to detect, are abuses which are coming to 
light where peer reviewing may be suspect due to the bias of referees. 
The problems are particularly acute as large numbers of scientists now 
work for organizations that are merely front groups for the fast food or 
pharmaceutical industries.

The power of the academy to provide knowledge regarded by the 
public as universal, objective, and socially beneficial seems seriously 
under threat as academic claims come to be more widely seen as socially 
contingent and dependent on political and economic patronage.

8.2 Global participation and academic discourse
The wider worlds in which academic discourses operate and interact 
with are not restricted to nation states and multinational corporations 
but include the global contexts of research and publishing. English is 
now unquestionably the language of international scholarship and an 
important medium of research communication for non-native English 
speaking academics around the world. Perhaps one in five of the world’s 
population now speaks English with reasonable competence (Crystal, 
2003) and the language has come to dominate the dissemination of 
knowledge. Universities in many countries now require staff to present at 
international conferences and, more crucially, publish in major, high-
impact, peer-reviewed Anglophone journals as a pre-requisite for tenure, 
promotion and career advancement. These are the topics of this 
section. 

i. Globalization of academic practices

Research shows that academics all over the world are increasingly pub-
lishing their research in English and finding these papers are cited more 
often. References to English language publications have reached 85 per 
cent in French science journals, for example, and English makes up 
over 95 per cent of all publications in the Science Citation Index. Swales 
(2004) observes that many leading European and Japanese journals 
have switched to publishing in English and this Anglicization of pub-
lished research can also be seen in the dramatic increase in papers 
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written by Non-Native English speakers appearing in leading English 
language journals. Many prestigious Chinese universities stipulate that 
their PhD students must have at least one paper accepted by an interna-
tional journal before they can graduate, while the Chinese Academy 
of Sciences supplements the salaries of researchers who have published 
internationally. With libraries increasingly subscribing to online ver-
sions of journals, the impact of English becomes self-perpetuating, 
since it is in these journals where authors will be most visible on the 
world stage and receive the most credit. 

The driving forces behind this global spread of English in academic 
life are complex and often tied to political and commercial interests, 
but one can view these developments in contrasting ways. On the one 
hand it is possible to see the growth of English as establishing a neutral 
lingua franca, embracing speakers of all languages and efficiently facili-
tating the free exchange of knowledge across the globe. In this view 
English empowers it’s users as ever larger numbers of people can access 
the products of research and participate in networks which go beyond 
the local (Pakir, 1999). Alternatively, English might be regarded as a 
tool of linguistic hegemony and cultural imperialism assisted by gov-
ernments, foundations, and private companies to cultivate markets for 
Western labour, products, and ideologies (e.g. Pennycook, 1994). 

Despite having to jump the language hurdle, there is also evidence 
that the contribution of non-native English speaking academics to pres-
tigious English language journals is actually increasing (e.g. Tomkins 
et al., 2001; Wood, 2001). The main reason for this is that publication 
in international journals is no longer optional for many academics. Not 
only are they motivated to participate in this global web of scholarship 
and have their work widely read, but publication in English is now 
inseparable from the process by which prestige and credibility are 
as sessed. Publication is not only important in tenure and promotion 
applications, but is also often central to good department reviews and 
high Research Assessment Exercise rankings in many countries. In 
other words, university funding is now often directly linked to individ-
ual publication lists as educational practices around the globe become 
ever more subject to administrative audit. 

ii. Publishing in English

While the number of L2 researchers successfully publishing in interna-
tional English language publications has steadily increased in recent 
years, it is likely that they represent a relatively small number of coun-
tries and elite institutions. In fact, there is a real danger that the 
hegemony of English may serve to exclude many L2 writers from the 
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web of global scholarship (Gibbs, 1995), thus depriving the world of 
knowledge developed outside the Anglophone centres of research. So 
while all newcomers feel challenged by writing for publication, Non-
Native English speaking researchers may feel particularly intimidated 
by the demands it makes on them. This is certainly the view of journal 
publishers and editors who have viewed the surge of NNES activity in 
the publishing arena with some alarm. This extract from an editorial in 
Oral Oncology is typical of this concern:

An emerging problem facing all journals is the increasing number 
of submissions from non-English-speaking parts of the world, where 
the standard of written English may fall below the expectations of a 
scientific publication. 

(Scully and Jenkins, 2006) 

As a result, publishers and universities have begun to offer mentoring 
and tutoring services to writers while referees and editors often provide 
a great deal of unsolicited language assistance. 

As we saw in Chapter Four, L2 writers themselves similarly regard 
poor language skills as a major problem in drafting and revising aca-
demic papers, with Flowerdew’s (1999) respondents, for example, 
reporting that they felt hampered by ‘less facility of expression’ and a 
‘less rich vocabulary’. But while language issues are often of greatest 
concern to editors and writers alike, the most serious barriers may be 
less linguistic than financial and physical, with the structural divisions 
between the advantaged Northern and disadvantaged Southern hemi-
spheres creating the greatest inequalities (Wood, 2001). Canagarajah 
(1996), for instance, discusses how ‘non-discursive’ financial and 
physical aspects of the research and publication process can create 
difficulties for periphery scholars, with access to the literature, print 
quality, postal costs, and editor–writer interactions posing serious 
problems. 

A central cause of difficulty for peripherally situated writers, then, is 
their intellectual and material ‘isolation’ from mainstream practices 
and disciplinary knowledge. Gosden (1992: 115) summariseizes the 
views of his sample of science journal editors in this way:

The broad term ‘isolation’ covers many causes, for example: not 
carefully reading ‘Instructions to Authors’; unfamiliarity with the 
journal and its academic level; not previewing previous literature 
well and relating to others’ work, possibly due to a lack of litera-
ture/library facilities; a lack of awareness of what constitutes 
publishable research; and unfamiliarity with the broad (and unwrit-
ten) ‘rules of the game’.
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By focusing on scholarly writing as a situated practice and by exam-
ining the local interactions that occur in negotiating the passage of a 
paper to publication, discourse analysts have begun to unpack some of 
these rules. This has helped (i) to reveal how participation in the global 
publishing network functions as a mode of disciplinary learning for 
new scholars; and (ii) to provide EAP instructors with evidence-based 
descriptions of texts and processes so that these can be made explicit to 
novice researchers (Hyland, 2008b). The number of courses supporting 
junior researchers writing for publication have has grown enormously. 
Notwithstanding that the practices of publication and associated expec-
tations differ markedly across fields, these focus principally on isolating 
key features of texts and making them explicit to writers. This not only 
involves raising awareness of the ways language works in disciplinary 
arguments and encouraging writers to reflect on their own practices 
(Swales & and Feak, 2000), but also providing them with strategies for 
analysing target publications and navigating the processes of submis-
sion and revision. 

iii. Open access and global networks

Open access is a growing revolution in scholarly publication which has 
the potential to transform the isolation experienced by thousands of 
‘off-network scholars’. By making published research accessible to a 
massively wider audience, it promises to creatively restructure the dis-
semination of research, the involvement of researchers, and academic 
discourse itself. Open Access refers to journals which use a funding 
model that does not charge readers or their institutions for access. 
While it is commonly labelled ‘author pays’ to differentiate it from the 
traditional ‘reader pays’ model of journal subscription, it is usually 
those who fund the authors’ research who pick up the bill. In fact, 
‘readers’ are also mostly academic institutions, although what they pay 
with open access is likely to be substantially less than they pay at the 
moment. The ‘losers’ are the small but highly influential oligopoly of 
commercial publishers who account for the production of most schol-
arly journals.

While the main driver for this change has been unsustainable devel-
opments in the publishing industry in recent years, it is made possible 
by new modes of production and distribution which facilitate interna-
tional scholarly collaboration and sharing. Scientific publishing, 
however, is a highly lucrative business worth $7bn a year, and so the 
open access movement depends on flourishing electronic journals out-
side the ambit of corporate ownership and pricing. Traditional publishing 
arrangements are based on an alliance between commercial presses and 
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individual scholars, with a large pro bono contribution from the latter 
who write, referee, and edit articles and journals. From subscription 
rates and circulation numbers it has been calculated that under this 
model the scientific community currently pays about $4500 per article 
and with journal prices increasing faster than inflation, library budgets 
are unable to keep pace. All but a few libraries in elite universities and 
research centres are now able to provide access to the journals their 
staff and students need. For one third of the current cost, however, 
research articles could be made available to all, including academics in 
the developing world, instead of to a dwindling band of subscribers. 

Open access experiments have flourished since the introduction of 
the internet and there are now at least two million peer-reviewed 
research articles freely available online. Most working paper archives 
and articles on personal homepages are free, for instance, as are collec-
tions in institutional and subject repositories, funded by the authors’ 
research grants or institutional funds. BioMed Central, for example, 
makes nearly 200 open access journals in the fields of biology and med-
icine freely and permanently accessible online immediately upon 
publication and the Public Library of Science publishes electronic jour-
nals in biology, medicine, genetics, pathogens and other fields free to 
readers.1

Many of the bigger open access projects have been highly collabora-
tive, drawing on both the communicative affordances of the internet 
and political commitments to the advancement and accessibility of 
knowledge. Notable among these are initiatives by the Association of 
Research Libraries and the Open Society Institute2 although open access 
has also been actively encouraged by political bodies such as Western 
governments and the European commission, which believes that 
research funded by the European taxpayer should be freely available 
over the internet (Wray, 2006). The United Nations-sponsored HINARI 
(Health InterNetwork Access to Research Initiative) programme, for 
example, provides public institutions in developing nations with free 
or low-cost online access to 3,400 major journal titles in the biomedical 
and related social science fields, while Online Access to Research in 
the Environment (OARE) gives 100 of the world’s least-developed 
nations access to over 1,000 peer-reviewed environmental science 
journals. 

This obviously maximiseizes the chance of other researchers locat-
ing and reading articles and as a result goes some way to expanding the 
reach of global research networks and widening the participation of 
geographically and politically peripheral scholars. But while these ini-
tiatives enabled users to download 4.5 million articles in 2006, they 
offer only a partial solution to the access problems of the developing 
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world. Many large low-income countries such as India, Brazil, China, 
Pakistan and Indonesia, for example, are currently excluded, largely, 
one supposes because these countries have significant research pro-
grams and so generate substantial income to publishers through 
subscriptions. 

Clearly, many political and technical issues remain to be resolved 
before anything approaching truly global access will be possible. It is 
as yet uncertain, for example, how submission procedures, file trans-
fers, editorial software, and article storage will be most effectively 
managed. Nor is it clear how the range of different cultural practices 
this expansion of research reporting will involve is will to impact 
on our conceptions of plagiarism, on processes of peer review, or on 
the conventions of academic discourse itself. Despite these uncertain-
ties, the next decade is likely to produce major changes in international 
research, scholarly publication, and, as a consequence, academic 
discourse.

8.3 Conclusion and closing
My main purpose in writing this book has been to provide an overview 
and review of academic discourse: identifying the key concepts associ-
ated with this discourse, exploring its importance, and evaluating the 
research which informs our understanding of it. In doing so, I hope to 
have shown something of how communicative conventions influence 
academic practices. A major reason for making a study of academic dis-
course then, is that it allows us to unpack the assumptions such 
discourses carry about knowledge, about relationships, and about how 
these should be structured and negotiated. More than this, though, the 
study of academic discourses takes us beyond the academy to reveal 
their impact on how we comprehend and act in the world. 

Philosophically, an understanding of academic discourse helps to 
undermine a naively empiricist view of knowledge. In other words it 
provides the tools to question research findings which are often pre-
sented as truths based on dispassionate observation, exacting method-
ologies, and informed reflection. Instead, it shows us that this is a 
privileged, historical, and agreed-upon set of procedural and rhetorical 
practices which imposes a single right way of explaining and talking 
about reality, making all others superfluous. By studying academic dis-
course then, we discover a form of persuasion rather than a guarantee 
of reliable knowledge. It weakens philosophy’s claim to be the arbiter 
of pure reason and challenges science’s right to speak for nature. An 
understanding of academic discourse therefore unpacks the connec-
tions between knowledge and the social practices of the academic 
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community. It shows how particular genres and conventions play a 
privileged role in ratifying meanings and legitimizing the forms of 
interaction which produce conditions for agreement.

The study of academic discourse also helps to uncover the political 
and ideological dimensions of academic life. It helps illuminate, for 
example, that disciplines are sites of power and authority which influ-
ence differential access to resources for creating knowledge and which 
define discipline approved realities. It also helps show something of 
how powerful gatekeepers are able to define legitimate ways of concep-
tualizing and investigating problems and influencing how these can be 
publicly discussed in journals and at conferences. Power is revealed as 
the ability to expertly employ institutional discourses and academic 
discourses as the mechanisms for maintaining the positions of institu-
tional elites.

More generally, the analysis of academic discourse shows that sci-
ence is inextricably part of its wider social context. These connections 
are perhaps most clearly illustrated in the ways that new socio-political 
formations give rise to new ways of conceptualizing problems and new 
discourses of inquiry. The Copernican revolution, which represented a 
radical new view of the natural order, for example, did not involve 
new data or new technology, but a conceptual reconstruction only 
possible because of the changing class structure of sixteenth-century 
Europe. Similarly, Darwin’s theories of biological evolution both bor-
rowed from, and gave a strong impetus to, the mid-nineteenth century 
ideology of competitive individualism which encouraged free-trade 
and unfettered commercialism. Today, positivist and technicist beliefs 
dominate academic methods and discourses, sustaining a political 
orthodoxy which has little time for humanist and social values.

Academic discourse also provides insights into the connections 
between the academy and the economy. As we have seen in the discus-
sion above, competition for global markets has created a demand for 
knowledge which outstrips the capacity of in-house research labs. 
Faced with expanding student numbers unmatched by government 
funding, universities are turning increasingly to commercial sources, 
which means that powerful interests are able to set agendas and deter-
mine the directions and terms in which research is conducted and 
discussed. The science parks in Europe, and large military projects 
with MIT, Berkeley, and Stanford in the USA, for instance, represent 
intensified interactions between industry and universities and the 
closer bonding of economics and knowledge production. More locally, 
university qualifications are demanded in ever increasing domains and 
the control of academic discourses has become essential for a career in 
almost every profession. Because of the connections with economic 



Academic Discourse

186

development and production, then, academic discourses influence 
every level of education, technical training, and shop-floor manufactur-
ing, establishing a workforce stratified by the access it has to such 
discourses.

Finally, and of most obvious utility, an understanding of academic 
discourse is important for the practical pay-offs it can have in raising 
students’ awareness of academic literacy and inducting newcomers 
into academic and professional communities. The ability to create, 
comprehend, and appropriately respond to specialist texts is central to 
demonstrating learning, constructing disciplinary identities, display-
ing affiliation, and creating a persuasive argument. Therefore the more 
we know about what it looks like and how it works, the better we are 
able to help students and academics develop the advanced literacy 
competencies and insider knowledge involved in submitting an essay, 
preparing a conference paper, or crafting a manuscript for publication. 

Most importantly in this regard, the study of academic discourse 
also helps us see that it is not a limited textual practice or the result of 
correctly following a set of predictable steps. Instead, it tells us that 
communication involves a creative balance between the expression of 
an individual perspective and the expectations of a disciplinary com-
munity, where language is used simultaneously to shape an individual 
identity, a 
disciplinary persona, and a convincing argument. We need to include 
in this understanding the individual’s experiences together with a sense 
of self, of others, of situation, of purpose and – above all – of the lin-
guistic resources to address these effectively in social action. Language 
is a basic resource for constructing our relationships with others and 
for understanding our experience of the world, and as such it is cen-
trally involved in the ways we negotiate, construct, and change our 
understanding of our societies and ourselves.

In peeling the onion of context, we see that academic discourses 
have both a local and a societal relevance, and the former is often pro-
duced and understood in terms of the latter. We live in a world 
substantially influenced by the privileged discourses of the academy, 
and it is important for an understanding of this world that we are able 
to reconstruct the social contexts within which such discourses are 
produced and supported, and which they largely conceal. One conclu-
sion which emerges from these pages is that academic discourse is not 
simply a labelling system for transmitting established information but 
an interpretive system actively used for generating new understandings 
in different genres, across different contexts, and for different purposes. 
The study of this system, I believe, reconnects academic activity with 
its users and takes us out of the lab and library and into the classroom, 
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the conference hall, the newsstand and the home. Scientific language, 
like science itself, is an activity of human beings and should be seen in 
this wider context. Academic discourse is a social practice and insepa-
rable from the lives and experiences of those who create, negotiate, 
contest and act upon it. 

Notes
1.  The Directory of Open Access Journals (http://www.doaj.org) currently lists 3000 

journals with 170,000 articles covering a range of fields.
2.  The Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition is an initiative of the 

Association of Research Libraries and can be found at http://www.arl.org/sparc, 
while and the Budapest Open Access Initiative (http://www.soros.org/openaccess/) 

is promoted by the Open Society Institute. 
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