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Abstract  The writing of this volume was prompted by a qualitative 
interest in non-native English speaker students’ language development 
during English-medium university study, and this chapter sets the scene 
for the discussion: it pinpoints corners of the applied linguistics and 
higher education research fields visited in preparation for the volume; it 
outlines the empirical research projects which underpin discussion of lan-
guage learning and use; it elaborates on the three key threads running 
through the chapters; and offers an annotated list of eight texts which 
shaped the research for and the writing of Language Learning and Use 
in English-Medium Higher Education, which readers are encouraged to 
consult. Methodological notes to guide the readers’ journey through the 
volume are included (additional research design information provided in 
Appendix).

Keywords  EMI · EAP research · Needs analysis · Language learning 
and use · Study abroad

1.1    Points of Departure

September. A sudden increase in footfall. The sleepy university town is 
coming back to life. Windows are shut to keep the crisp morning out. 
On the entrance steps, in stairwells, in the recently refurbished ‘chill out’ 
areas of the shiny new Learning Zone building (previously known as the 

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

© The Author(s) 2017 
L. Blaj-Ward, Language Learning and Use in English-Medium  
Higher Education, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_1
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library), around sign-up desks, in lobbies, lounges, on covered walkways 
bypassing proudly displayed and carefully tended ponds and other water 
features, fewer languages are being spoken than might be expected from 
a quick glance at new academic year enrolment data. Teaching, learning 
and administrative exchanges officially take place in English, and English 
appears to be the language of choice for social and purposeful talk as 
well.

The extent to which English will continue to be heard around the 
campus beyond September, in public and in private spaces, and will 
be the medium for lively, meaningful and rewarding exchanges among 
those who use it as a second, foreign or additional language, very much 
depends on a number of factors. Among these, the attitudes towards the 
Englishes brought to the campus by their users; the interactional com-
petencies and preferences of the permanent and temporary university 
town inhabitants; the wider, globally dispersed networks of (English or 
other) language users on which the campus residents will draw; and, 
to a greater or lesser degree, an on-campus department, centre or unit 
responsible for English language teaching and learning.

The substantial body of research into language development dur-
ing study abroad that has emerged so far has predominantly attempted 
to measure linguistic gain or to explore the impact of specific variables 
on language development. The present volume focuses on English-
medium instruction (EMI) contexts and brings together EMI partici-
pants’ accounts of journeys from language learner to language user; these 
accounts are filtered through second language acquisition (SLA) princi-
ples and insights from research into the study abroad (SA) and higher 
education international student experience. These complementary 
bodies of research helped draw out key threads and formulate probing 
questions. The book is about the extent to which theories play out in 
individual language learners’ experiences. The phrase ‘EMI participant’ 
here refers to a non-native or not yet fully proficient speaker of English, 
undertaking higher education in an English-speaking country or via 
a programme delivered through the medium of English in a country 
where English is used as a second or foreign language.

Underpinning this volume are three primary research projects which 
spanned two academic years (2014–2016) and explored the language 
learning and use experiences of a range of international students in the 
UK. The first, labelled 3LU, involved twenty-one interviews with post-
graduate students at the end of the taught component of a postgraduate 
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degree in the UK, looking back at how they prepared for academic study 
in the UK and how their English supported them through this experi-
ence. The second, a series of semi-structured interviews conducted at 
the beginning, middle and end of the academic year with seven first-
year undergraduate students, referred to as AcLitT in this volume. The 
third project was a case study of an exchange student, Olivia, travelling 
to the UK for a year of academic study in the middle of her degree; the 
case includes a combination of interviews, email communication, reflec-
tive written pieces and analysis of the student’s academic work. A more 
detailed description of the projects is available in the appendix.

Throughout the book, snippets of data are included, in the body 
of the text, as direct quotes or as a summary of what participants said. 
Alongside this are a number of vignettes in italics, set out from the left-
hand margin, which are a composite of several research participants’ 
accounts of language use at university. Composite vignettes act as an 
invitation to readers to step back and reflect on possible scenarios of lan-
guage use and their implications. The vignettes are abstractions from, 
not factual descriptions of, experiences recounted by participants, in 
order to preserve the anonymity of peers and tutors mentioned in the 
account.

Language Learning and Use in English-Medium Higher Education 
is a logical step forward from my earlier Researching Contexts, Practices 
and Pedagogies in English for Academic Purposes (Blaj-Ward 2014), 
which was an overview of research relevant to the English for academic 
purposes (EAP) profession, mapping the richness of the field and the 
range of potential research projects yet to be conducted. Language 
Learning and Use in English-Medium Higher Education is written from 
the standpoint of a research-minded EAP practitioner wishing to learn 
more about students’ language learning outside a formal language class-
room. Ethnographic methods, as research methodologists (e.g., Mills 
and Morton 2013; Holliday 2016) usefully point out, help researchers 
explore interviewees’ ‘truths’ about the settings and encounters they 
experience. The present volume attempts to capture and communicate 
‘truths’ about English language learning and development in the context 
of studying for a university degree with a visual and/or creative design 
component (e.g., photography, graphic or product design, fine art and 
interior architecture), fashion-related management content or a focus 
oriented towards the built environment (e.g., civil engineering, construc-
tion or property management and development). It takes forward the 
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discussion in the fourth chapter of Researching Contexts, Practices and 
Pedagogies,  by adding to the empirical research base on language devel-
opment in EMI.

The early stages of the training I underwent as a language teacher 
privileged formal in-class instruction over other contexts in which learn-
ers might be exposed to language and, while independent autonomous 
learning was a core topic covered in the training, it was something to 
encourage students to do, passing on good language learning and teach-
ing strategies recommended in methodology books, rather than explore 
through a research lens in order to understand more about strategies 
adopted by learners themselves. From more recent encounters with 
speakers of English as a foreign language in a university setting, I learnt 
that it would be useful to explore how individuals draw on their previous 
language learning experience to build themselves up as effective commu-
nicators in a range of settings connected with studying for a university 
degree.

My intention in conducting the research behind this volume has been 
to look at language development through the eyes of the learner rather 
than of the teacher. I explore the idiosyncrasies and the intricacies of the 
language learning process in the high-stakes setting of higher education; 
the experience of international students drawing on a range of English 
language learning histories with varying degrees of resourcefulness. 
Whole-of-university policies and strategies being developed in EMI set-
tings in recent years have tended to focus primarily on formal language 
provision and on embedding this closely within the academic degree 
(e.g., Murray 2016). The empirical research which underpins this vol-
ume reveals a nuanced, multifaceted picture of students’ language devel-
opment during university, on and off campus. As such, it should be read 
in conjunction with institutional policies and strategies to support their 
effective implementation.

A sensitising concept (Charmaz 2014) which informed the research 
for and writing of this volume is ‘trajectories’. On the one hand, ‘trajec-
tories’ refers to research participants’ journeys through a variety of set-
tings in which they were formally taught English or in which they were 
exposed to the language and had the opportunity to make sense of it 
and use it meaningfully, with a smaller or greater degree of success. The 
sequence of settings, formal and informal, objectively listed, is the first 
layer of meaning in the concept. Language tests, especially ones which 
have a gatekeeping function in relation to higher education entry or that 
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involve specific in- and out-of-class learning, are included here. The sec-
ond layer of meaning is added by participants’ own engagement in learn-
ing—not the sequence of settings themselves, but the way in which the 
settings were experienced by participants and the way this experience 
impacted on their development as competent and confident language 
users. Trajectories in this second sense are research participants’ subjec-
tive perceptions of their learning experience. Lastly, trajectories refer to 
potential paths to follow beyond the research conducted for this book, 
both to explore aspects in more depth and to formulate principles for 
pedagogic interventions.

Trajectories imply direction, but not necessarily linearity. In the case 
of settings, the trajectory is mainly chronological. In the case of learner 
perceptions, it is sinuous and subjective. While quantitative develop-
ment (e.g., wider range of vocabulary or of language structures used 
to express complex ideas and fulfil communicative functions) underpins 
increases in proficiency, it is not the objective measurement of proficiency 
that matters in this research but research participants’ evaluation of their 
performance (and others’ response to this performance) in authentic 
communicative encounters. Quantification is an approach favoured by a 
number of studies (reviewed in Chap. 6) which track student progress 
and student language development by means of establishing statistical 
significance. The focus in the current project is people rather than num-
bers, personal rather than statistical significance, and diverse language 
development trajectories rather than average group scores.

1.2  K  ey Threads Throughout the Book

Three key threads run through the discussion in this volume: needs anal-
ysis; the potential complementarity of immersion and instruction; and 
the interplay between learner and user experiences. These threads guided 
the design of the research projects on which the book draws and the ana-
lytical dialogue between the data and the literature. The three threads are 
unpacked below.

1.2.1    Needs Analysis

Needs analysis is generally highlighted as a defining aspect of EAP 
(Bocanegra-Valle 2016). Needs are usually established in relation to the 
target academic discipline and students’ language proficiency. A classic 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_6
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approach to EAP places the ‘A’ (=academic) at the centre of provision 
and draws on the ‘E’ (=English) that most closely aligns with specific 
practices in academic disciplines. On some university courses with a 
strong vocational or practice-related orientation, traditional EAP input 
may be supplemented by functional language for specific purposes (e.g., 
language for facilitating meetings or language to reflect on one’s prac-
tice). A broader take on EAP, however, would acknowledge that EFL/
ESL speakers in an English-medium higher education setting bring with 
them a range of language learning and language use experiences, capital-
ise on these on and offcampus during their academic sojourn and carry 
their enriched language profile over into subsequent professional prac-
tice settings. The discussion in the present volume is informed by this 
broader stance and is itself the outcome of an extensive exercise in needs 
analysis, which informs discussion in Chap. 6 in this volume about insti-
tutional provision and facilitating language development in EMI settings.

1.2.2    Immersion and Instruction: Contexts of Learning and Use

A second key thread running through this volume is that of the tension 
between and complementarity of immersion and instruction. The former 
is arguably the main way of adding value to a formal language learning 
experience through travelling to an English-speaking country. In terms 
of language gain, however, immersion in a setting where the target lan-
guage is used for day-to-day as well as academic interaction is not on 
its own sufficient to facilitate development of linguistic proficiency. 
Currently accepted SLA theories support the view that explicit attention 
to language is needed to facilitate acquisition, complemented by mean-
ingful, negotiated interaction and feedback. The amount of exposure to 
formal language instruction, compared to potential access to unscripted 
encounters in which participants do not receive explicit developmen-
tal feedback on their performance, is disproportionately low in study 
abroad that does not have language learning as its primary purpose. This 
means that formal language instruction which prepares students for or 
which supplements academic courses should ideally be weighted towards 
language learning strategies, while learners’ experience of unscripted 
encounters should be tapped into, and insights capitalised on to facili-
tate learners’ development. A complementary view is presented by Kalaja 
et al. (2008), who emphasise participation over acquisition—language 
learning as a social as well as cognitive activity and one which involves 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_6
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creating personal, subjective meanings, social communication and rela-
tionships. This volume reflects on the nature of preparatory courses for 
university study, the extent to which ongoing language support is fit for 
purpose and the way in which formal language support provision articu-
lates with sources of support that students access themselves.

1.2.3    The ‘Good’ Language Learner/the ‘Competent’ Language User

The developmental transition from language learner to language user, 
the tacit goal of studying, is very much dependent on the contexts of 
learning and use and the extent to which these facilitate the deployment 
of a range of effective language development strategies. In a 2001 article 
questioning the landmark SLA concept of the ‘good language learner’,  
Norton and Toohey argue in favour of broadening the original focus on 
characteristics internal to individual learners to explore these learners’ 
‘access to a variety of conversations in their communities’, how they are 
‘situated in specific social, historical and cultural contexts and how [they] 
resist or accept the positions those contexts offer them’ (p. 310). They 
illustrate this through the case of Eva, a participant in an earlier study 
by Norton (2000). Eva, a young Polish woman, immigrated to Canada 
with little English initially, but was able to make substantial progress 
compared to a number of other research participants with similar pro-
ficiency levels. Norton relates Eva’s progress to her ability to ‘negotiate 
entry into the Anglophone social networks in her workplace’ (p. 313). 
Eva was initially engaged in low-skilled employment which required very 
little use of language and gave her no opportunity to reveal the depth 
and breadth of her knowledge in other areas of life and her more com-
plex self outside the very limiting boundaries of the workplace role she 
was performing. Gradually, however, she developed a different set of 
relationships through the social outings organised by her workplace. In 
communication with her co-workers in these outings, she was able to 
project the more valued identity as an experienced traveller and multilin-
gual resource rather than the less powerful one of an ESL immigrant.

The example of Eva summarised above can be read alongside Perrin’s 
(2015) account of Meredith, a Chinese postgraduate student at a British 
university, who withdrew from interaction with speakers of less privileged 
varieties of English, in support of the view that there is a very complex 
interplay between identity and language use; university campuses are 
one setting in which this complex interplay carries high stakes. In higher 
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education teaching and learning settings, there is no formal equivalent 
of the low-skilled role that Eva performed, and there is official recog-
nition that facilitating language skills development is an institutional 
responsibility. However, the extent to which this institutional responsi-
bility is resourced and plays out varies widely. At the same time, by not 
fully exercising agency, students may place themselves in positions equiv-
alent to Eva’s low-skilled employment role, not making full use of the 
resources available and therefore failing to claim for themselves more 
powerful identities. The following scenario aims to illustrate this:

In a spacious and well-lit studio  with less than perfect acoustics in an 
Anglophone context, two tutors and a group of first-year students are sit-
ting or standing in a fairly tidy semicircle, facing a display of design-work-
in-progress. Behind the semi-circle, rectangular tables arranged in a block. 
Behind the block of tables, three East Asian students.

The size of the visuals in the scenario above, the softness of the voices 
discussing them, the colloquial word clusters in the tutors’ com-
ments, usually associated with higher proficiency levels (start the ball roll-
ing, bring it alive, zing it up a bit, just have the joy of making it), the 
novelty of the teaching and learning situation (sharing work-in-progress, 
providing peer feedback) and the face-threatening potential of the social 
situation (exposing unfinished work to critique) may help or hinder the 
engagement of the three East-Asian students sat away from the group—
and indeed of those in the semicircle. From the point of view of lan-
guage, the situation is ripe with opportunities for development. The 
extent to which those opportunities materialise themselves very much 
depends on how the more powerful speakers scaffold others’ engage-
ment in the language practices that constitute the work-in-progress cri-
tique—and how the less powerful speakers take up those opportunities.

Magnan and Lafford (2012) usefully acknowledge, however, that 
study abroad participants may not necessarily approach their sojourn 
with the mindset of a foreign language student or a linguistic ethnog-
rapher. Study abroad research to date (oriented towards linguistic gain 
and/or the broader experience of participants) has been conducted 
mainly with participants travelling abroad with language learning as their 
primary purpose. Before answers can be found to the very pertinent 
questions that Magnan and Lafford ask about the link between linguistic 
gain, on the one hand, and individual, social and contextual variables, 
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on the other, it is important to examine individual experiences in more 
depth. The aim of this book is to illustrate and problematise rather than 
develop an explanatory theory; the diversity of learner experiences pre-
empts the formulation of a one-size-fits-all solution.

As the data discussed in subsequent chapters show, students differ in 
terms of the extent to which they see themselves as language learners and 
consciously set out to develop a native speaker level of competence (e.g., 
Macalister 2015) or become an ‘X speaker of English’ (Harvey 2015), 
where ‘X’ is to be replaced by the student’s national identity, as a way 
of reconciling the various identities associated with being a speaker of 
more than one language. The ‘good’ language learner /‘competent’ lan-
guage user thread in this volume teases out the tensions between tutors’ 
and students’ view of a good language learner, the way in which contexts 
impact on the choice of language learning strategies, and the ensuing 
identity implications.

1.3  T  he Eight Texts Which Shaped This Volume

Research is never carried out in a vacuum—the disciplinary footing of 
the researcher, their familiarity with the literature in the field offer van-
tage points from which to start research journeys. Eight influential stud-
ies which have shaped the research for and writing of this volume are 
listed below. These texts are not a homogenous collection but a range 
of different sources that can be confidently recommended to researchers 
exploring similar topics. Book-length studies and individual journal arti-
cles are listed together, not least because researchers should read broadly 
in order to fine-tune their ability to construct meaningful accounts out 
of research data. The titles are accompanied by annotations which offer 
the kind of glimpses into the research journey that is often edited out of 
formal accounts of research but that might carry learning value for devel-
oping researchers wishing to take aspects of this project further.

Norton, B., and Toohey, K. (2001). Changing perspectives on good lan-
guage learners. TESOL Quarterly, 35(2), 307–322. doi:http://dx.doi.
org/10.2307/3587650.

Discussed further above, this article reminded me that the worth and 
scope of language knowledge are fundamentally dependent on opportu-
nities to put this knowledge to use in meaningful ways.

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3587650
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3587650
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Benson, P., Barkhuizen, G., Bodycott, P., & Brown, J. (2013). Second 
language identity in narratives of study abroad. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Benson et al. offer some telling accounts of sojourn for academic pur-
poses in English-speaking countries: they analysed narratives about Hong 
Kong students’ experience of studying abroad in a range of English-
speaking countries. The links they made between development of lan-
guage and development of a learner’s self-identity inspired me to explore 
learner/user trajectories in the research projects which underpin this vol-
ume: ‘[the] focus [of existing study abroad research] on language learn-
ing outcomes often comes at the expense of opportunities to understand 
study abroad as a holistic experience with multiple language and identity-
related outcomes’ (p. 38). I endeavoured to look at the experience holis-
tically when collecting and analysing my data.

Kinginger, C. (2009). Language learning and study abroad: A critical 
reading of research. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Language Learning and Study Abroad is a systematic overview of 
the empirical research base into language learning in study abroad: as 
it combines synthesis of insights with methodological commentary, 
it gave me an in-depth understanding of the field. Reading about one 
piece of research in particular, the poignant account of two study abroad 
participants avoiding service encounters that challenged their ability to 
use language, prompted me to probe deeper into the kind of language 
exchanges that my research participants engaged in outside formal learn-
ing and teaching settings on campus.

Peters, P., and Fernández, T. (2013). The lexical needs of ESP stu-
dents in a professional field. English for Specific Purposes, 32, 236–247. 
doi:10.1016/j.esp.2013.05.002.

I came across this article after transcribing several interviews with stu-
dents who apologetically noted that Google was their source of choice 
when looking up new word meaning, and the findings it put forward res-
onated with my practitioner concern that suitable training in dictionary 
use is required, particularly when transitioning from a general English 
context to an academic/professional one.

Waters, J. L., and Leung, M. (2013). Immobile transnationalisms? Young 
people and their in situ experiences of ‘international’ education in Hong 
Kong. Urban Studies, 50(3), 606–620. doi:10.1177/0042098012468902.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2013.05.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0042098012468902
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An insightful piece about immobile transnational education in Hong 
Kong, and the reality of linguistic gain and language use on degrees 
taught through the medium of English in the students’ home coun-
try. The article projects an image of mobile international students as 
‘possess[ing] a different quality of English proficiency’ (p. 616), how-
ever, this is not always necessarily the case and the article offers a useful 
point of comparison for the experiences discussed in Chap. 4.

Blair, B. (2006). At the end of a huge crit in the summer, it was ‘crap’—
I’d worked really hard but all she said was ‘fine’ and I was gutted. 
Art, Design and Communication in Higher Education, 5(2), 83–95. 
doi:10.1386/adch.5.2.83/1.

The studio was one salient context that recurred in my research par-
ticipants’ accounts of their language user experience on the course, and 
Blair’s article was a useful point of reference when considering the stakes 
that communication carries in the higher education environment—not 
just leading to a mark on work assessed (the pragmatic rationale behind 
EAP provision) but shaping the way students engage with the remainder 
of the course or with the wider professional world beyond graduation.

Dunworth, K., Drury, H., Kralik, C., & Moore, T. (2014). Rhetoric and 
realities: on the development of university-wide strategies to promote 
student English language growth. Journal of Higher Education Policy and 
Management, 36(5), 520–532. doi:10.1080/1360080X.2014.936088.

Drawing on a substantial piece of research into ‘the provision of strat-
egies and activities to enhance student language development for all stu-
dents regardless of enrolment status or language background’ (p. 521) in 
the Australian context, Dunworth et al. flag up the importance of whole 
of institution involvement in developing and implementing strategies and 
activities. Senior management with responsibility in this area provided 
information from which Dunworth et al. derived eight success factors, 
very likely applicable across national contexts. These inform my discus-
sion in Chap. 6.

Holliday, A. (2016). Doing and writing qualitative research (3rd ed). 
London: Sage.

Now in its third edition, this is my go-to book for guidance on quali-
tative research in applied linguistics. More than a how-to guide, it puts 
forward a view of research as considerate engagement in and with an 
education setting, giving back more than it is taking away.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1386/adch.5.2.83/1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2014.936088
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_6
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1.4  N  otes on Methodology

The three projects underpinning this volume (3LU, AcLitT and Olivia’s 
case study) are distinct yet inevitably interconnected. The methodologi-
cal framework to which the research across the three projects is indebted 
is constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz 2014)—up to a certain 
point. It is constructivist because it acknowledges that research data 
are co-constructed in the interaction between the researcher and the 
research participants. It is grounded because the explanations it creates 
are derived from continuous questioning of the data. As regards theo-
rising, it develops explanations, at a higher or lower level of generality, 
weaving insights from data, from reading, from my professional practice 
as an EAP tutor and from my experience as a researcher. The research 
subscribes to the ethos of constructivist grounded theorising, without 
working with a too literal and constraining interpretation of its method. 
Mercieca and Mercieca (2013, p. 236) argue that a method should be 
‘a process to engage with the other, and not create, order and code the 
other’. Olivia and the participants in the 3LU and AcLitT projects par-
ticipated in the process of creating, ordering and coding by offering 
individualised insights into the learning development process and sub-
tly steering the research into slightly different directions. Each interview 
followed a set of core questions, to give the project a coherent frame, 
but experiences shared by each participant led to a refining of additional 
probes and follow-on questions for subsequent interviews.

The principle behind one of the distinctive features of grounded the-
ory, theoretical sampling (i.e., a form of purposeful sampling on the basis 
of insights derived from the analysis), underpinned the transition from 
the 3LU project to the AcLitT one. The 3LU interviewees were students 
at the end of the taught component of a one-year postgraduate degree 
and, having experienced undergraduate education in their home coun-
try, were in a privileged position to talk about the differences between 
two education systems as well as between two education levels. AcLitT 
involved students in the first year of an undergraduate degree, being 
interviewed at three different points during the academic year, to capture 
not staged development but salient aspects of language learning and use 
in university settings at the beginning of the academic journey, when stu-
dents have a point of comparison for their language learning experience 
but not for academic work. Analytically, the case study of Olivia acted as 
a bridge between 3LU and AcLitT, in that Olivia was on an exchange 
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programme in the UK for a year, having completed part of her under-
graduate education in her home country.

1.5    An Overview of Chapters

Chapter 2 (Language Learner Histories: Points of Departure for 
University Study) is divided into two main sections. The first offers a 
synthesis of relevant socio-cultural SLA theory and insights from study 
abroad research (the theoretical underpinning of the book), as a prem-
ise on which to build discussion of English language development in the 
context of studying for an academic degree. The second section illus-
trates the range of starting points for higher education journeys from a 
language point of view, through vignettes of the research participants’ 
previous language learning experiences, noting how they became lan-
guage-ready for university study in an English-speaking country. This 
section acts as a bridge between the earlier theoretical discussion and the 
subsequent data-based chapters.

Chapter 3 (Words, Words, Words…) turns the spotlight on vocabulary. 
It shows the range of vocabulary needed in academic contexts, based on 
a synthesis of published research findings and looks at recommendations 
based on research into learning and teaching lexis. It provides an account 
of practices adopted by AcLitT participants to increase their lexical 
knowledge, some effective and following acquired wisdom, others that 
would make language teachers frown, and yet others that defy recom-
mended practice and emphasise the necessity to think about lexical gain 
in EMI in more socio-culturally aware ways. It reflects on the dissonance 
between recommended and adopted strategies and makes recommenda-
tions for increasing the visibility and salience of key language on campus 
for the benefit of EMI participants, as well as highlighting relevant ave-
nues for further research.

Chapter 4 (Spoken English on the EMI Campus) focuses on spoken 
interaction, starting from the premise that study abroad research indi-
cates greatest gains in fluency. It explores opportunities for language use 
in formally scheduled learning and teaching events as well as in other 
course-related environments, and strategies for negotiating these oppor-
tunities. It suggests avenues for further research and reflection on mean-
ingful interaction on the EMI campus.

Chapter 5 (Reading in Academic Settings) maps the summatively assessed 
work that research participants were required to do at university. Working 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_5
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from the premise that reading necessarily feeds into summatively assessed 
work and scaffolds language development through exposure to appropri-
ate ways of conceptualising and communicating about practices in the stu-
dents’ chosen fields, this chapter brings together key threads in practice- and 
research-informed EAP debates on reading. It foregrounds research partici-
pants’ reported experiences of coursework-oriented reading and draws out 
implications for further exploration as well as pedagogic action.

Chapter 6 (Parameters of English Language Development Provision in 
EMI) provides an overview of recent initiatives setting up EAP provision 
closely embedded within subject areas; it synthesises studies which track 
the effectiveness of language support; it then contrasts these to research 
participants’ answers to the question ‘If attendance at language classes 
was required on your course, what would these classes be like ideally? 
What would happen in them?’ and discusses quality assurance in EAP 
contexts.

Chapter 7 (Conclusion) brings together key threads from the book. It 
considers connections, overlaps and divergences between EAP and EMI, 
further emphasises the relevance of this volume for English-medium 
degrees outside the UK, and makes recommendations for practice and 
further research.
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Abstract  Key terms and theoretical concepts on which discussion in 
the present volume is anchored are unpacked in this chapter, drawing 
on study abroad as a research field, EMI as a range of settings in which 
higher education is delivered and socially oriented second language acqui-
sition as a set of theoretical principles. EMI participants enrolled on 
non-language-related degree courses may or may not bring with them 
attitudes and behaviours that facilitate the systematic attention to lan-
guage generally recommended by language learning specialists and lead-
ing to noticeable gains in language proficiency. The theory-driven first 
section is followed by the language learning and use backgrounds of par-
ticipants in the three primary research projects underpinning this volume, 
illustrating a range of pathways into EMI and of entry language levels.

Keywords  Study abroad · SLA · ELF · Language learning histories 
Proficiency gains

2.1  S  econd Language Acquisition and Study Abroad

2.1.1    Key Threads Revisited and a Definition

A noteworthy comment on English language development as a result of 
experiencing higher education through the medium of English is made 
by Benson et al. (2013):

CHAPTER 2

Language Learner Histories: Points 
of Departure for University Study

© The Author(s) 2017 
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Many of the Hong Kong students whom we have worked with, for exam-
ple, return from a semester at an overseas university with the feeling that 
they are no longer ‘learners’ of English. They feel that they have become 
‘users’ of English, who can best improve their competence not by studying, 
but simply by continuing to use the language in their everyday lives. (p. 3)

The present chapter maps various points of departure in the journey 
from language learner to language user that Benson et al. mention. 
Participants in English-medium instruction (EMI)  are invited (or firmly 
required) to join an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course either 
prior to or from the start of their EMI experience. A defining aspect of 
EAP—thorough and comprehensive needs analysis—will ensure maxi-
mum relevance of EAP provision. At the same time, however, EAP 
provision may run the risk of being too narrowly framed around the aca-
demic word list (AWL)  and assessed academic coursework and thus of 
overlooking some valuable but perhaps less rigidly academic language 
learning and use experiences that impact not only on academic perfor-
mance as measured through summative scores but also on EMI partici-
pants’ development as confident communicators in globalised settings. A 
broader take on needs analysis (one of the three key threads in this vol-
ume) underpins the present volume and justifies bringing together in this 
second chapter insights from research into sociocultural second language 
acquisition (SLA)  and into language development through study abroad 
(SA). The English language learning backgrounds of participants in the 
3LU, AcLitT and exchange case study who contributed research data 
for the present volume are presented in this chapter, not only to contex-
tualise discussion of findings throughout the volume but also in keep-
ing with the principle of a more broadly defined needs analysis approach 
which stipulates that future experiences are enhanced if they capitalise 
on insights into past ones. Greater depth of understanding of language 
experiences in EMI, when built on an awareness of language experiences 
prior to EMI, can effectively lead towards strategies for enhancing for-
mal EAP provision, as well as opportunities for language development in 
EMI more broadly.

The second key thread in the volume—contexts of learning and 
use—gains clearer contours in Sect. 2.2 in this chapter, as participants 
reveal significant moments and relationships related to instructed lan-
guage learning prior to the start of their EMI journey, or, conversely, to 
unscripted encounters with other English language users. The language 
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learning backgrounds in themselves are not included for the purpose 
of establishing which research participants were ‘good’ language learn-
ers, likely to develop into ‘competent’ language users (the third key 
thread in this volume). Rather, they illustrate the diversity of immersion 
and instruction experiences that EMI participants carry with them and 
point towards the necessity to develop not models of instructed EAP but 
strategies to facilitate language enhancement that respond sensitively to 
emerging needs and acknowledge that university English goes beyond 
accumulating the kind of knowledge about formal register and specific 
genre conventions that they can deploy successfully in formal assess-
ments. Discussion of the three key threads in this volume is informed 
by the SLA tenet that for language learning to be successful it is essen-
tial to have an appropriate combination of input and interaction. It is 
also underpinned by a close reading of recent SA research and draws on 
higher education research in relevant places.

Clarification is required on the use of the phrase ‘study abroad’. 
Coleman’s (2013) generous definition of ‘study abroad’, which informed 
the writing of this volume, is ‘simply undertaking all or part of university 
education abroad’ (p. 22). This includes whole-programme (‘degree’) 
mobility and within-programme (‘credit’) mobility, as well as arrange-
ments which include language teaching assistantships or other types of 
work placement. However, the label ‘EMI participation’ is preferred in 
this volume to ‘study abroad’ because the latter appears to imply travel-
ling to a country where the target language is the medium of everyday 
communication, whereas EMI also covers situations in which English is 
not necessarily the main language used outside the teaching and learning 
spaces on campus, participants may or may not be fluent in the language 
spoken outside the campus gates, and travel to a different country may 
or may not be involved (see also Humphreys 2017).

2.1.2    Exploring Language Gain and Learning Practices in Study 
Abroad and EMI

The example of Eva, a newcomer in an English-speaking country and 
employment setting, discussed in Sect. 1.2.3 was one of successful lan-
guage development through purposeful language use. A similar posi-
tive experience of immersion, albeit starting from a different knowledge 
base, was highlighted in Benson et al.’s (2013) research with Hong Kong 
students studying abroad in English-speaking countries. The positive 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_1
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trajectories of Eva and of Benson et al.’s research participants should, 
however, be read alongside DeKeyser’s (2007a) more cautious account 
of study abroad contexts not being the ideal context for comprehensible 
input and for practice that leads to proceduralisation of declarative knowl-
edge (i.e. language being used for communicative purposes rather than 
being ‘drawn on for fill-in-the-blanks tests and other paper-and-pencil 
activities’, p. 213) and ultimately to the automatisation stage where rules 
are internalised and interaction is effortless. DeKeyser (2007b) unpacks 
the concept of practice starting from the premise that learners need 
opportunities to engage in interaction which leads to processing existing 
language knowledge and new language input into an increasingly more 
complex (and more accurate) interlanguage. He points out that ‘the initial 
stages of proceduralisation […] require careful, deliberate use of the rel-
evant declarative knowledge in the execution of the target task’ (p. 216) 
and that learners who have undergone at least some initial proceduralisa-
tion are in a stronger position to make progress. Whether this initial pro-
ceduralisation has taken place is likely to differ from learner to learner and 
it depends on their language learning experience prior to EMI.

The extent of language gain and learner progress, however, DeKeyser 
(2007a) points out, ‘may be both overestimated and underestimated, 
depending on what is assessed and how’ (p. 212). Language develop-
ment is highly interactive and nonlinear. In the primary research which 
underpins this volume, participants’ subjective views about their English 
took precedence over objective information about their English language 
qualifications. Relatedly, Copland and Garton (2011) note that students’ 
perception of their ability to use English may have greater impact on how 
they engage in useful language practice and meaningful communication 
than any objective score of language ability and they cite research which 
shows that students with good academic English may have difficulty par-
ticipating in social situations and interacting with their course peers due 
to a less strong command of social English. The artificiality of the class-
room environment in which some learners have had the most substan-
tial degree of exposure to English may have a detrimental effect on these 
learners’ ability to step outside a formal instruction scenario. Indeed, 
DeKeyser (2007a) mentions, some students have the tendency to

treat native speakers like teachers, to ask for more classroom explanations 
while abroad, and to focus their attention during their stay overseas on the 
discrete items of grammar and vocabulary that can equally well be learnt at 
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home, while being unable to acquire the idioms, discourse skills and ele-
ments of strategic competence that study abroad is ideally suited for. (p. 214)

DeKeyser is writing about study abroad participants whose main pur-
pose is to further develop their proficiency in the language spoken in 
the destination country. However, it is likely that journeys in pursuit of 
a higher education degree may bring up similar scenarios if participants’ 
language learning backgrounds are predominantly of the traditional non-
communicative type. Additionally, native or non-native speaker inter-
locutors who have not received focused language training may not have 
the necessary degree of language awareness to respond appropriately to 
the implicit metalinguistic questions that students ask. They may indeed 
not provide corrective feedback in face-to-face or email exchanges as this 
runs counter to expectations of politeness, and, if in a subject lecturer 
role, they may not provide developmental corrective feedback on written 
assignments.

Syntheses of study abroad research highlight the range of individual, 
background and contextual variables underpinning conclusions about 
the extent of gain in specific language areas (e.g. grammar, lexis, phonol-
ogy, discourse), language use (e.g. accuracy, fluency, complexity) or skills 
(reading, listening, speaking, writing). DeKeyser (2014) emphasises that 
these variables, when explored through systematic juxtaposition of quali-
tative and quantitative research approaches within large-scale studies, can 
help deconstruct the ‘almost magical image of a stay abroad as the one 
and only way to achieve high levels of proficiency’ (p. 313) and formu-
late strategies that deal with the actual uneven progress during immer-
sion reported across the full range of published study abroad research. 
In the introduction to a landmark volume ‘chart[ing] a course for future 
research’ (Kinginger 2013, p. 2), from social and cultural angles, into lan-
guage learning in study abroad, Kinginger similarly emphasises that while 
findings about gains (at least modest if not always substantial) and about 
the development of social interaction abilities are reassuring, existing 
research also highlights highly noteworthy individual differences among 
students who return from a sojourn in a country in whose language they 
intend to develop proficiency. To arrive at an in-depth understanding of 
individual differences and draw relevant conclusions about their impli-
cations, Kinginger argues that ‘we need to frame language learning as a 
dialogic, situated affair that unfolds in intercultural contexts and includes 
significant subjective dimensions’ (p. 5), echoing Coleman’s view that
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study abroad research can escape the narrow confines of cognitive second 
language acquisition (SLA)  [which focuses on individual psychological 
processes], and see its subjects not just as language learners, but as rounded 
people with complex and fluid identities and relationships which frame the 
way they use the study abroad experience. (Coleman 2013, p. 17)

She also argues in favour of longitudinal studies and greater diversity 
in terms of national contexts from which participants in study abroad 
research originate. The present volume contributes to that debate by 
mapping kinds of participation available to non-native speakers in EMI 
settings—and the variety of ways in which these are taken up.

One determinant of success that DeKeyser (2014) foregrounds is 
learners’ ability and willingness to engage in the ‘right learning behav-
iours’ (p. 314) although it is unclear to what extent what counts as ‘right 
learning behaviour’ can be fully explained through research and/or ped-
agogic lenses. The right learning behaviour in a language classroom may 
be rather different from what counts as ‘right’ in an EMI participant set-
ting. As previously noted, the learner facet may be a stronger compo-
nent than the user facet of the identity of some international students 
with limited exposure to English outside formal classrooms. The ‘lan-
guage learner’ facet of EMI participants’ identity is another aspect that 
SLA and SA research have attempted but—not surprisingly—not suc-
ceeded in fully explaining. Coleman (2013), by his own admission not a 
‘conventional applied linguist’ (p. 17), argues that framing study abroad 
participants as language learners by focusing on language gains only is 
reductive; even in the case of students whose primary purpose is to learn 
the target language, what is gained from a sojourn abroad goes beyond 
‘enhanced TL lexis and mean length of utterance’ (p. 28) to broader 
personal development in the areas of self-esteem, self-awareness and 
‘capability to operate effectively in new linguistic and cultural contexts’ 
(p. 24). Coleman is careful to underline, however, that both identity 
and contexts are ‘fluid, dynamic, situated, and constantly reconstructed 
through interaction’ (p. 25).

Duff (2012) also supports a more recent strand in SLA thinking 
that views identity as continuously negotiated; she writes that ‘with 
future research combining approaches to identity that include the mul-
tiple facets of learners’ languages, lives, and modes of expression, SLA 
research will be enriched and transformed’ (p. 422). She contrasts labels 
attached to learners of English. In one category, she lists labels that 
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convey ‘incomplete processes and outcomes of learning and accultura-
tion’ (p. 410). In the opposite category, she includes ‘bilinguals, multi-
linguals, advanced L2 users (not “learners”), multicompetent speakers, 
or lingua franca speakers/users’ (p. 410). The latter group offer recog-
nition that aspects of identity such as gender, first language and ethnic-
ity are dynamic social constructs rather than ‘easily categorised, relatively 
homogenous, and static group variables’ (p. 411).

2.1.3    Language Learning Histories

Language learning histories prior to entering higher education can 
offer useful insights into how students are likely to take up opportuni-
ties for English language development,  much more so than scores in 
language proficiency tests. The experience of fictional language teacher 
Aya (Cowie 2008), a ‘new teacher who recently started to teach English 
to 35 freshman fashion design majors at a women’s junior college in 
Japan’ (p. 165), tellingly illustrates this. Aya’s students showed very lit-
tle interest in learning English, not opening their language textbooks 
when asked to do so and putting on make-up in the classroom instead of 
focusing on the language to be learnt. By exploring what she perceived 
as ‘resistant’ behaviour on the part of her students, Aya became increas-
ingly aware that the ‘way in which different students react to different 
tasks seems to be reflective of their prior experience of failure and suc-
cess and their self-confidence’ (p. 174), and that her own background 
as a successful language learner may have led her to adopt a teaching 
approach not sufficiently sensitive to her learners’ needs. Extrapolating 
this to English language development outside the language classroom in 
English-medium higher education, Aya’s students may well be enrolled 
in a higher education institution in an English-speaking country, hav-
ing achieved the minimum required score for enrolment. They may or 
may not be there due to their own expressed desire and determination 
to learn English; reasons for engagement in EMI, as Waters and Leung 
(2014) show in their discussion of Hong Kong’s ‘educational non-elite’ 
(Brinton 2011, p. 29), may be linked to prior experience of failure in the 
more prestigious and highly competitive segments of the local education 
system.

Some of the students travelling abroad for an English-medium degree 
in an economically more powerful country may associate language learn-
ing with black-and-white, locally produced textbooks; locally trained 
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teachers without experience of travelling to a country where a prestige 
variety of English is spoken; rote memorisation; formal grammar rules; 
high stakes assessment; large monolingual groups; complying with or 
resisting knowledge transmission by an authoritative teacher figure; or, 
alternatively, being in an environment loosely managed by a demotivated 
teacher. It is not uncommon for students who perform well as language 
learners in classrooms in their home country to find the communicative 
demands in EMI settings quite challenging. At the opposite end of the 
continuum—glossy, colourful textbooks ranked highly by the global ELT 
industry; expert, mobile teachers; internationalised formal learning set-
tings; periods of study abroad either for academic qualifications or spe-
cifically for language development; use of English while travelling abroad 
for leisure; exposure to a multilingual social network through family 
connections or work. The extent to which students are willing to put 
themselves in the language learner position during EMI is likely to differ 
depending on their previous experience of being in a language classroom 
or of receiving other—structured or informal—forms of tutoring. Their 
perceptions of their language level, either subjectively held or externally 
validated through a formal test, their pragmatic considerations about 
course workload, and strategies they use to compensate for a lower level 
of competence than would be ideal on the course, all contribute to this.

Language learning histories inevitably bring up a range of contexts 
in which learning takes place. In the first chapter of a volume explor-
ing how languages are learnt and taught ‘beyond the classroom’, Benson 
(2011a) draws attention to an imbalance in research across the full range 
of social spaces in which learners are exposed to target languages, which 
nevertheless should not be interpreted as a sign that some settings take 
precedence over others. Benson adds that attention to the location of 
learning and the set of circumstances associated with that location, the 
extent to which learning is formalised through a qualification, the types 
of pedagogy involved and their corresponding modes of practice lead to 
greater understanding of learning (and of teaching) in ‘beyond the class-
room’ settings. Overlap and cross-fertilisation across settings and modes 
of practice are inevitable, with fuzzy boundaries allowing insight into 
the complex practices and processes which culminate in language learn-
ers becoming competent language users. Study abroad as defined in the 
opening section of this chapter or EMI participation offer access to social 
spaces which are not primarily language classrooms but which entail lan-
guage development. Discussion in the volume is organised around not 
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specific ‘standard’ variables in SLA but specific academic practices, taken 
as a starting point to explore how these yield opportunities for language 
practice.

2.1.4    Englishes in EMI

A mention about Englishes in EMI is required here. Participants in 
the research which underpins this volume (and indeed, in EMI more 
broadly) prepare to engage in language development experiences which 
would challenge the assumption, tacitly underpinning English as a 
Lingua Franca (ELF) research, that ELF should be discussed with refer-
ence to non-Anglophone countries. The scenario described in Björkman 
(2011), namely that

In Swedish engineering education, it is not uncommon to have a German 
scholar lecturing a group of students from different language backgrounds, 
or for a group of Chinese, Spanish, Indian and Italian students to work on 
a group project, all through the medium of English. (p. 82)

would not be uncommon in an Anglophone country either, given aca-
demic mobility both of students and of staff. The range of Englishes and 
of interlanguages used in EMI means that what is prioritised is commu-
nicative effectiveness over lexico-grammatical accuracy (Jenkins 2013), 
in Wicaksono’s (2013) words, ‘proficiency in English is a practice-based, 
adaptive and emergent phenomenon. Lingua franca communication suc-
ceeds where the speakers are willing, and able, to monitor each other’s 
talk and determine mutually the appropriate grammar, lexical range 
and pragmatic conventions that are most likely to ensure intelligibility’  
(p. 247). The range of Englishes also means that the balance between 
social interaction abilities and level of sophistication of language used 
will be more successfully judged by EMI participants themselves, tak-
ing account of the multiple subjective and sociocultural dimensions of 
encounters, rather than by observers with language teaching or lan-
guage testing expertise. A participant in Evans and Morrison’s (2012) 
longitudinal research with undergraduate students at the Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University, Eric, ‘saw little need to use Standard English […] 
“because maybe most of our lecturers are Hong Kong people, so they 
would know what you are writing into the paper when you are using a 
Chinese style English”’ (Evans and Morrison 2012, p. 41). A participant 
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in Hino’s (2017) research makes a similar comment with reference to a 
Japanese EMI context:

We already hear a lot about America and Britain, but I think it is more 
with Asians that Japanese are actually likely to encounter or work with… 
This class is very useful in getting accustomed to non-native English spo-
ken by Asians, especially with a view to the cultural diversity of Southeast 
Asia including Singapore… (p. 125)

Beyond ensuring academic success, ability to communicate in English 
opens up employment opportunities within the global market, and pro-
fessional Englishes deployed in the global market reflect the variation 
found among inner, outer or expanding circle English language users.

2.2  N  o Two Are Alike: Research Participants’ 
Language Learning and Use Backgrounds

Journeys from learner to user in English-medium higher education start 
from a variety of vantage points. With specific reference to Chinese stu-
dents in the UK, Li and Zhu (2013) exemplify the range of English 
learner/user histories that these students could potentially bring with 
them into the university context. A research project they conducted 
focused on a transnational network of students at a London university; 
the network included

Chris, a British-born Chinese student; Lawson, son of two Chinese immi-
grants from Hong Kong; and Roland, who came to the UK from main-
land China when he was aged 15 years. The other two young men are 
Bradley, who came to the UK from mainland China with his parents when 
he was aged 4 years and received all his school education in England, 
and Stephen, who was born in China and went to New Zealand when he 
was aged 5 years with his parents. The family moved to Singapore when 
Stephen was aged 11 years and stayed there for 5 years. They came to the 
UK when Stephen was aged 16 years. (Li and Zhu 2013, p. 6)

As Li and Zhu illustrate, the label ‘Chinese’ covers a multitude of English 
language learning and use experiences. The heterogeneity immediately 
apparent in the AcLitT, Olivia and 3LU projects (the range of first lan-
guages spoken by participants included Arabic, Chinese, Vietnamese, Hindi, 
Malayalam, Marathi, Gujarati, Persian, Yoruba, Dutch, German, French, 
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Italian, Portuguese, Romanian, Hungarian and Czech) was also evident 
when comparing accounts by participants with a shared first language.

Another source of heterogeneity is the variety of pathways through 
which international students gain admission in English-medium univer-
sities (e.g. Arkoudis and Doughney 2014): language tests, pre-sessional 
or preparatory courses facilitating transition to university, certificates and 
diplomas which offer direct entry into the second year of an undergradu-
ate degree. The extent to which these pathways offer a seamless transi-
tion into the subjects which students choose to study at university varies. 
Some but not all of the participants in the research on which this vol-
ume reports had been admitted onto university degree courses on the 
basis—partly—of standardised language scores. A study by Leung et al. 
(2016) is one among many which problematises the use of standardised, 
commercially available proficiency tests to predict student performance 
on university degree courses. In support of their argument, they state 
that ‘language competence is but one of the many intertwining compo-
nents of academic participation’ (p. 57); additionally, the relationship 
between language proficiency test constructs and real-life communica-
tion is at best a tenuous one, given that use continuously enriches the 
language system and that effective communication can be achieved with-
out necessarily adhering to standardised norms. A number of universities 
in English-speaking countries have adopted locally developed diagnostic 
post-entry language assessments (PELAs) as a means of gauging more 
accurately the level of ongoing support to make available to non-native 
speaker students (Read 2015).

With the exception of one participant settled in the UK through mar-
riage to a British national and another who had a sibling in a similar posi-
tion, AcLitT and 3LU participants fitted more standard international 
student profiles, with immediate family who did not match the migratory 
profile of those in Li and Zhu’s research. Some AcLit and 3LU partici-
pants had completed a preparatory university course (A-Levels in the UK 
in the case of one participant) but otherwise the great majority of partici-
pants had not experienced sustained immersion in an English-speaking 
context. Olivia, the exchange student, was in a similar situation with the 
latter. Incidentally, language levels were not assessed post-entry.

The wealth of language learning experiences that my research partici-
pants brought to their academic study is represented below, in three dif-
ferent formats: a synthesis of settings, approaches and strategies from the 
one-off postgraduate student interviews in the 3LU project; individual 
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vignettes for the first-year undergraduates, drawn up on the basis of what 
they revealed across the three AcLitT interviews; and a narrative of her 
experience of learning English written by Olivia, the exchange case study 
participant herself.

A methodological note of caution is required here. The language 
learner histories co-constructed during (and on the basis of) the inter-
views contain a mix of factual detail and subjective interpretation. As 
any research narrative, they reveal what research participants believed to 
be true at a given point in time and may change once participants have 
undergone different experiences. Students’ evaluation of their own per-
formance in the events they recounted may or may not be accurate from 
an external observer’s point of view. However, the focus of the research 
was not to gauge objective improvement but to understand how the lan-
guage development strategies students draw on in the EMI context build 
on or deviate from past language learning experience. The accounts 
provided in this volume are necessarily provisional and incomplete, but 
reveal what participants themselves believe to be relevant experience in 
the run-up to and during university study. In the present chapter, the 
histories provide some context against which students’ language-related 
experience on the course can be understood in greater depth. The label 
‘histories’ is loosely applied here. Benson (2011b) prefers the concept 
‘language learning careers’,  which, he argues, has more analytical pur-
chase as it is linked with ‘broader process of socialisation’ (p. 547), both 
institutional and informal, and with identity development. Language 
learning careers are built on critical incidents, i.e. ‘incidents that were 
recounted in order to account for a change of direction or a transition 
between phases in the learning career’ (p. 548). Benson himself, how-
ever, cautions that ‘the capacity to articulate a narrative of one’s language 
learning career is variable’ (p. 552). Rather than impose the concept of 
‘careers’ onto the data, the decision was made to develop analytical tools 
in dialogue with the data and present the data in a format that best cap-
tured participants’ own perceptions of their trajectories in real time.

2.2.1    Journeying Towards a Postgraduate Degree (The 3LU Project)

All twenty-one postgraduate students who took part in the 3LU project 
had learnt English in the formal education system, with most starting 
in primary school. Participants’ degree of exposure to English prior to 
their UK course varied widely. At one end of the continuum, Xanthe, 
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who came from a small town in China, where there were ‘hardly any 
native speakers’ and books in English were expensive. She felt embar-
rassed to use English when talking to her Chinese classmates in school; 
her exposure to English was limited to classroom settings and was very 
much examination-driven. There was less urgency for Xanthe to con-
tinue to develop her English during her undergraduate degree in China 
because of a lack of examination-linked external motivation. To gain 
admission on the postgraduate course, Xanthe made several attempts to 
pass IELTS, using a combination of self-study and input from ‘language 
agency’ tutors, and eventually enrolled on a pre-sessional course which 
enabled her to become a postgraduate student on her chosen master’s.

At the other end of the continuum, Carla. Carla attended an English-
medium high school in a top-tier Chinese city, where she was taught by 
teachers from a range of different countries. Extra-curricular activities 
organised by the school and holidays abroad with her family meant she 
was exposed to social English and many different accents. She obtained 
A-Levels and passed the IELTS test. Carla completed her undergraduate 
degree in the UK in a subject indirectly related to the master’s course. 
While an undergraduate student, she acquired a British boyfriend and 
gained access, through her hobby, to a professional network which 
involved sponsored travelling across the UK and using English in a range 
of non-academic contexts.

In between these two contrasting cases, the postgraduate students who 
took part in the 3LU project had a range of experience with English, as 
follows: completing an undergraduate degree in English in their home 
country; some level of work experience in a setting where English was 
used alongside local languages or in a multinational workplace; some 
work experience but no education experience in an Anglophone country; 
completing a different, unrelated master’s at another UK university; sub-
stantial experience of travelling to the UK due to a parent’s professional 
links with this country.

Some of the postgraduate participants had grown up in nuclear or 
extended households in which at least one other family member spoke 
English. Antonia’s aunt was an English language teacher with a Ph.D. in 
English literature. Ella’s father travelled to the UK regularly for profes-
sional purposes. Bella’s sister worked in the UK in the same field that 
Bella was studying for a master’s. Some participants came from an aspi-
rational background where English was held in high esteem but had 
reached a competent level as English language user not through literacy 
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support provided by their own families (e.g. the parents of two partici-
pants could not read or write in their own language) but through access, 
sometimes sponsored by the community in which they grew up, to for-
mal education as in the case of Harry.

2.2.2    Journeys Prior to Embarking on First-Year Undergraduate 
Study (The AcLitT Project)

Participant A
Participant A studied English in an Asian country where the American 
variety of English is more widely taught. Her experience of language 
classes in the formal schooling system consisted mainly of learning gram-
mar and lists of vocabulary, with limited skills practice. With encourage-
ment and support from her mother to develop her English, Participant A 
attended a language-oriented high school as well as supplementary pri-
vate classes, the latter including a group of friends and family members. 
Prior to arriving in the UK, Participant A had been taught English both 
by local and by native speaker teachers.

In the UK, Participant A completed a preparatory course for uni-
versity study which comprised of both subject and language classes. 
Her greatest gain from her preparatory year was confidence in her abil-
ity to deliver presentations in English. The variety of English to which 
Participant A was exposed prior to her arrival meant that she needed to 
spend some time adjusting to a different range of vocabulary for day-to-
day life (e.g. aubergine instead of eggplant). However, in terms of using 
language in general, Participant A felt quite comfortable.

Participant B
Participant B believed that speaking a language is an essential part of the 
language learning process. He did not use English to communicate with 
his immediate family. He was inspired by an English language teacher 
in his high school to pick an accent and use it consistently in order to 
become a competent speaker of the language. Consistent accent and a 
grasp of the three main tenses in English were the building blocks of 
his identity as a competent language user. A move to a larger city with 
greater educational opportunities when he began his secondary school-
ing meant that Participant B had access to a wider range of language 
teaching materials and activities, such as reading newspapers in English. 
A combination of circumstances on the test day meant that Participant B 
did not receive the required score in the required language examination 
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for university entrance, and he completed a preparatory course in the 
UK prior to starting his university degree. Language study was a com-
ponent of the preparatory course but focused mainly on preparing for a 
language examination. On arrival in the UK, Participant B felt that his 
‘basic English’ (i.e. everyday language use) was OK.

Participant C
Participant C was a keen traveller and language learner. He com-
pleted his secondary education in a private school where English was 
used as a medium of instruction for most subjects. He then studied 
on a preparatory course in the UK to achieve the required academic 
credentials for university enrolment. In between his secondary school-
ing and the preparatory course, he spent approximately two years in a 
German-speaking country, learning the language with a view to stud-
ying there, but eventually settled on academic study in the UK. His 
long-term goal was to secure a position in an international company 
using English as a medium of communication. At the beginning of the 
project, Participant C described his language level as ‘not bad for an 
international student [compared to] university standard study level in 
the UK’.

Participant D
Participant D grew up in a bilingual household. Her parents relocated 
from Asia to Europe. Participant D spoke two Asian languages and four 
European ones, as well as having some knowledge of Latin, which was 
compulsory in school. While in high school, Participant D spent about 
six weeks in Canada as an exchange student and visited the UK briefly 
about a year before the start of her degree course. She did not attend 
private language classes. She did not have to take a separate language test 
for university entry because her end-of-school examination provided suf-
ficient proof of language competence, nor did she undertake any special 
preparatory language classes.

Participant D did not particularly enjoy grammar in school, but found 
English grammar easier than that of other languages she had learnt. In 
the final two years of high school, she was not taught new grammar but 
recycled language previously taught, stayed in touch with friends she had 
made in Canada and absorbed language through reading/listening for 
pleasure rather than formal language study. She enjoyed her language 
classes in high school, where she participated in general discussion about 
books and films or about current affairs.
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Participant E
Participant E attended a high school with intensive English classes and 
also had a private tutor who supplemented the in-class material and 
checked Participant E’s homework. This was because classes are fairly 
large in her country and the tutors cannot pay enough individual atten-
tion to students, especially in regard to productive skills (writing and 
speaking). Some of the language classes in school were aimed specifi-
cally at preparing students for a Cambridge English language examina-
tion (Cambridge Advanced). In school, Participant E learnt many ‘fancy 
expressions’ (e.g. phrasal verbs which she currently does not consciously 
use and does not hear spoken around her). She did not do any specific 
preparation for university language-wise.

Participant F
Participant F started learning English in preschool. As a teenager, she 
attended a language camp in her country and had the opportunity to 
talk to native speakers, which kindled her enthusiasm for English. She 
then travelled to Portugal as an exchange student for a year of sec-
ondary education, where she used ELF because at the beginning of 
the exchange, she did not speak any Portuguese. On her return, she 
continued to speak English with the exchange students that her own 
school was hosting. In between her secondary education and start-
ing a university degree in the UK, she worked for a few years in a café 
frequented by foreign tourists and then in a company where ELF was 
used as the main medium of communication. She admitted to probably 
speaking English more than her native language in the past few years. 
To prepare for university, she spent a summer watching British films to 
familiarise herself with the accent. Participant F described herself as an 
enthusiastic language learner and felt she learnt better from other peo-
ple than from books. At the start of the project, she was aware that she 
had reached a level where ‘it’s hard to find the right resources to get 
better’.

Participant G
Participant G completed her final high school year in England and took 
her examinations there, after which she returned to her home country 
to complete her studies in her national school system as well. This was 
followed by a gap year as an au pair in a foreign, non-English-speaking 
country, where she also taught English to the children she was looking 
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after. Participant G was in a long-term relationship in which she used 
English for communication, as her partner spoke a different first lan-
guage from hers. To meet language requirements for university entry, 
Participant G took the Cambridge Advanced examination about a year 
prior to starting her degree. She attended preparatory classes offered by 
her high school for the examination, to familiarise herself with the test 
format. Participant G’s secondary school curriculum included Latin and 
ancient Greek classes, which helped her with understanding academic 
English vocabulary. Participant G liked learning grammar and was a keen 
language learner in general, interested in word etymology and the mean-
ings of idioms and phrases. She felt confident about her language level at 
the beginning of her university course.

2.2.3    Embarking on a Mid-Degree Academic Exchange  
Experience: Olivia

Olivia joined the second year of an Art and Design degree, having 
already completed two years of undergraduate study in her own country, 
Brazil. She described her previous experience of language learning and 
her first impressions of language use in the UK as follows: 

Before I came to the UK this year, I had already finished my English 
advanced course two years ago. But in my very first week here, I had some 
trouble to communicate with people, till the point that in the first lunch 
to meet the design teachers staff I almost left the room. I felt very embar-
rassed when everyone was laughing and smiling and I had no idea what 
they were talking about. At least now, one and a half months later, I feel 
that my English skills have never been better.

Back in Brazil, I couldn’t watch a whole movie without feeling insecure or 
lost, or even understanding some songs lyrics. Nowadays, even when I get 
a little lost in translation, I feel able to catch the essence of what people are 
saying. I do struggle a bit on understanding different accents—foreign or 
not. And people here also find it a little difficult to understand me some-
times. But, predictably, I notice that it’s harder to understand what people 
say in a restaurant than in an university environment.

Sometimes I feel my English is very good, but there are occasions when I 
make some little silly mistakes, such as say ‘teachers doesn’t’. And when I 
make my first mistake, I can’t help making other ones, because I get a lit-
tle nervous and feeling that people find me stupid. That’s just because I 
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know my English level, and I pressure myself for knowing I could be doing 
just a tiny bit better. There are also some pretty rares times when someone 
speaks to me and I understand every word, but not the meaning of the 
whole sentence. And since I feel embarrassed to ask them to repeat more 
than one time, if I don’t understand, I leave it that way. But I have learned 
here that I do not need to have the most perfect English; I just need to 
make myself understandable.

As for the materials for language learning and teaching, I think every single 
one of them has its value—CDs, TV, reading news and/or books, learn-
ing song lyrics… Because in the end, every person is unique, so some of 
the materials will fit some people, but won’t fit other ones. But for me, my 
favorite techniques are those which explore some more ‘reality’, where you 
can experience ‘real’ language—not that recordings with a trained actress. 
‘Real’ speakers, native or not (this last one only after you’ve achieved a cer-
tain learning level. It makes the student feel better when he notices it’s not 
a problem to have an accent). [Olivia written piece 1]
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Abstract  Communication in English at university relies on a wider 
range of vocabulary than is captured in the Academic Word List or spe-
cific purpose corpora. Chapter 3 signposts some key studies which iden-
tify vocabulary that poses difficulty in EMI settings and explore ways in 
which students approach unfamiliar language and develop their lexical 
repertoires. It juxtaposes findings from these studies to accounts, by the 
AcLitT interviewees who provided primary data for the present volume, 
of how they tackled the new language needed during the first year of an 
undergraduate degree in a variety of visually oriented and creative fields. 
The chapter closes with notes on developing and researching vocabulary 
for the university experience.

Keywords  EMI · Academic word list · Dictionaries  
Vocabulary learning strategies · Lexical repertoire

3.1  V  ocabulary Learning Scenarios in  
Academic Contexts

It is widely acknowledged, in applied linguistic literature, that one can-
not communicate successfully unless one is sufficiently familiar with 
relevant vocabulary, and this is certainly the case in academic contexts. 
Murray (2016) helpfully reminds his readers that students cannot be 
expected to know all relevant vocabulary at the start of their university 

CHAPTER 3
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degree (particularly but not only at undergraduate level), and places 
emphasis on embedding language provision within the academic subject 
areas. The present chapter collates insights from published research into 
the kind of vocabulary that is likely to prove problematic in an English-
medium instruction (EMI) setting. It follows this up with accounts by 
AcLitT research participants of new language they came across in the 
first year of their undergraduate degree, at the stage where they were just 
beginning to build their subject knowledge base, and of their perceptions 
of opportunities for vocabulary development. This underpins a discus-
sion of the lexis that students need to know in order to develop their 
understanding of the subjects studied, and of the less or more formal 
ways in which this lexis makes its way into the students’ active or passive 
language repertoire. The discussion focuses not on research participants’ 
language gain but on the strategies they use to learn vocabulary. While 
supportive of the view that institutional resources should be deployed to 
enhance language proficiency in subject areas (Murray 2016), as illus-
trated in the fictional scenarios below, the chapter looks more broadly at 
language proficiency development in the context of university study and 
considers not only general Academic Word List (AWL)  items and spe-
cialised lexis and but also other categories of language that carry subject 
messages across.

One possible point of departure for a discussion of vocabulary and 
university study is the question ‘How might students’ knowledge of 
vocabulary be developed in-sessional EAP contexts?’. Consider the fol-
lowing scenarios:

Room M05, on the ground floor of one of the newer buildings on the 
campus. The in-sessional tutor is standing at the front of the classroom, 
whiteboard marker in hand, and is preparing to pre-teach a list of twenty-
five new words the students will come across the next day, in their lecture 
on phenomenography. The teacher hands out vocabulary cards – A6-sized 
rectangles of thick paper. She wants the students to retain some very use-
ful information about each word – pronunciation, word class, how to 
integrate the word in a sentence. The group of eight students look rather 
reluctantly at the vocabulary cards. It has been a while since they were last 
asked to learn word lists. The teacher is keen to stress that these new words 
will help the students unlock the meaning of the lecture and that knowing 
them will make an important difference. All students nod politely in agree-
ment, but some have not so fond memories of language classes in their 
school days, and of vocabulary notebooks.
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A few doors down the corridor, in room M08, a different in-sessional 
tutor and a different group of eight students are gathered round an oval 
table. There is laughter. The students are sharing new words they had 
picked up the previous week. They all attend the same lectures but are in 
different seminars and project groups. The tutor elicits the words, writes 
them on the tablet in front of her, elicits the sentences in which the stu-
dents encountered the words (or sentences in which these words might 
be used), displays them on the wider screen behind her, clarifies mean-
ing. Some students take pictures with their phones, others ask the tutor to 
email (airdrop) the new language to them. The lesson is punctuated with 
brief anecdotes about struggling and succeeding to make sense of new lan-
guage – and laughter.

The two scenarios above both illustrate language support embedded into 
an academic degree, as advocated by Murray (2016) among others. The 
students have started their chosen university course. Some have come via 
a pre-sessional on which they were taught some core academic vocab-
ulary from the AWL, others may not have had exposure to this. Both 
groups are now exploring not core, generic words but language that they 
will come across in lectures and readings on their course and that they 
are expected to build into their spoken and written output. However, 
attendance at in-sessional language classes has been reported to be 
low (e.g. Lobo and Gurney 2014), and one reason for lack of student 
engagement in the M05 vignette might be that the tutor is potentially 
working from the assumption that her students closely approximate the 
language learning profile of fictional Amira:

On Amira’s desk, an English-English dictionary for advanced learners 
sandwiched between two grammar reference books, one monolingual, the 
other with explanations in Amira’s native language. Amira consults these 
on a regular basis. Next to these is an A5 notebook, in which Amira duti-
fully records chunks of language she picks up from her lectures, seminars 
and reading. And next to the A5 notebook a laptop switched on to con-
cordancing software, which Amira uses to check and correct her colloca-
tion and grammatical pattern errors.

The brief description of Amira’s approach is one possible scenario of a 
student in an EMI setting—one that may be commended (hoped for?) 
by language tutors who strongly believe that systematic attention to 
language is essential to make the transition from language learner to 
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language user. The degree of plausibility of this scenario, however, 
remains to be verified. While this may be the case for some students, a 
range of different strategies will more likely be adopted among any one 
group of learners. Amira may respond positively to the M05 vignette sce-
nario, while the M08 is more likely to lower the affective barrier of oth-
ers with perhaps less positive attitudes towards formal language tuition, 
such as the students in Sakui and Cowie’s (2008) account. These stu-
dents, non-English majors, studying fashion and interior design in Japan 
and enrolled in an English as a Foreign Language class ‘had had a very 
difficult time learning [English grammar points] all through their previ-
ous school experience’ (p. 101) and little confidence in their ability to 
learn this language or in the amount of use to which they would put 
English in the future. Some EMI participants have similar experiences, 
and their involvement in EMI may be due to failing to meet entrance 
requirements in their home country’s university system rather than will-
ing investment in developing their English. Yet another scenario may be 
required to complement or altogether replace M05 and M08, by making 
new language more salient within the main spaces of the course (content 
lectures, seminars, tutorials, studio work and study groups) rather than 
drawing attention to it in the separate space of the EAP classroom.

Existing research into vocabulary learning has focused primarily on 
formal language classroom settings, in which learners are exposed to a 
pre-defined supply of language that they are expected to accumulate and 
whose acquisition can be tested and measured straightforwardly. A ‘good 
vocabulary learner’ profile is available in the literature but variations and 
deviations from this norm are far less well documented, and it is these 
variations and deviations that would help paint a richer picture of how 
language development occurs and can be scaffolded in EMI.

3.2  N  ew Vocabulary in EMI and Strategies 
for Further Development

Discussion of vocabulary in academic contexts cannot sidestep the 
AWL (Coxhead 2000), derived from a written academic corpus cover-
ing a range of subject areas in order to ‘guide decisions around learn-
ing, teaching, and curriculum and materials design’ (Coxhead 2016a, 
p. 181). The list contains 570 word families occurring with a uniformly 
large degree of frequency in over half the subject areas in the corpus, 
which ensures their relevance regardless of the specific university course 
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that students might be enrolled on. As well as serving as a pedagogic 
tool, to maximise student exposure to and engagement with relevant 
vocabulary, the AWL informed further research into various aspects 
of lexis in a range of academic genres. Similar approaches have been 
adopted in order to generate academic collocations list (Ackermann 
and Chen 2013), lexical bundles (Ädel and Erman 2012) or formulaic 
sequences (Simpson-Vlach and Ellis 2010); a comparison of recurrent 
word combinations used in writing at different proficiency levels (Appel 
and Wood 2016); or the extent of overlap between the AWL and aca-
demic spoken English (Dang and Webb 2014). The corpora on which 
these studies are based, however, make it necessary to look critically at 
the extent to which the content of the AWL and findings from related 
studies have immediate relevance for EMI participants whose profiles 
approximate those of the students taking part in the research which 
underpinned this volume.

Further answers to the pertinent pedagogical questions of what and 
how vocabulary should be taught (learnt) and through what carrier con-
tent are provided by Coxhead and Walls (2012). Coxhead and Walls 
explore these issues through corpus analysis of (approximately) six-min-
ute-long TED talks, an appropriate length for use in language classroom 
listening comprehension activities. Comparison with several general and 
academic corpora revealed that the vocabulary load of the selected TED 
talks is closer to that in novels, newspapers and academic texts than spo-
ken material, requiring knowledge of 8000–9000 word families as well 
as a number of proper nouns to achieve the 98% coverage that Nation 
(2006) deems ideal. In the corpus that Coxhead and Walls compiled, the

lower coverage figures of the EAP Science list over the TED Talks corpus 
suggest that the talks might contain more specialised and current vocabu-
lary (such as crowdsource and cymatics), as well as more everyday spoken 
language that is not reflected in the GSL/AWL and EAP Science lists, such 
as guys and amazing. (p. 61)

This finding signals one of the limitations inherent in academic vocabu-
lary corpora, namely that they risk becoming out of date very soon after 
compilation given that academic disciplines and subject areas are contin-
uously developing and strengthening the links with wider ongoing pro-
fessional and intellectual debates. Another limitation of corpus research 
is that it tends to privilege expert texts rather than comparatively explore 
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transition from one stage of development to another, charting students’ 
journey through higher education.

The kind of language that is likely to cause difficulty for interna-
tional students entering university at a level between the officially set 
minimum language requirement and near-native speaker proficiency has 
been documented in a number of studies that take a different approach 
from corpus analysis. Among these, Littlemore et al. (2011) and Peters 
and Fernandez (2013). Littlemore et al. focused on metaphoric uses 
of language in lectures. One component of their research involved giv-
ing a multinational group of international students transcribed extracts 
of a lecture the students had attended and asking them to identify 
words and word clusters that posed problems. Not surprisingly, a large 
proportion of the difficult language (about a quarter) involved figura-
tive usage, and students were not aware that they had misinterpreted 
this language; examples included stem from X and social network, far-
flung and foolproof. Metaphor, Littlemore et al. point out, is ‘a valuable 
teaching tool. Lecturers use it to explain, clarify, summarize, evaluate; 
to remind or challenge; and above all, to make their lectures easier to 
understand’ (p. 20). To a certain extent, lecture transcripts would be a 
useful pedagogic tool in that seeing word boundaries—rather than hear-
ing stretches of incomprehensible, connected language without being 
able to identify individual words—takes students one step closer to mak-
ing sense of lecture content. However, educational establishments may 
lack the resources to produce lecture transcripts prior to or immediately 
after each lecture. Lecture transcript production may not be a sustain-
able activity as some of the learning-oriented interaction in lectures arises 
spontaneously, is specific to a particular group of students on a particu-
lar occasion and may not meet the learning needs of subsequent student 
cohorts. Overdependence on transcripts, however, may mean that there 
is less interest and effort put into ability to process live discourse.

A similar user-oriented angle on the kind of language international 
students may grapple with is taken by Peters and Fernandez (2013). The 
textual basis for their research was an architectural reading, which post-
graduate Spanish-speaking students were asked to go through in order 
to identify at least 20 lexical items that they would look up in a diction-
ary. The authors organised the language identified by students into three 
broad categories: (A) terms specific to architecture and building sys-
tems; (B) terms for concepts common to scientific and other academic 
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disciplines; and (C) ordinary words for raw materials, everyday phenom-
ena (p. 240). Category B items were flagged up most frequently by the 
research participants. Following Welker (2010), Peters and Fernandez 
then explored whether students were able to extract relevant meanings 
from dictionaries as well as critically selecting the most appropriate dic-
tionary type for their lexical needs. Students’ self-reports of dictionary 
use practices were compared to narrative accounts of completing a task 
set by the researchers. The task asked the students to select six items 
they had underlined and look them up in mono- or bilingual dictionar-
ies, general and/or specialised. The accounts revealed that students at a 
range of proficiency levels all accessed several dictionaries to clarify word 
meaning, with a greater or lesser degree of success:

demise [context: ‘when a structure is built out to its demise’] The student 
had difficulty (not unsurprisingly) with the architectural use of this rather 
formal word from the Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, 
and could find no adequate translation equivalent in a bilingual diction-
ary. He then sought to decode the contextual meaning by referring to 
monolingual (L2) general and specialized dictionaries. Using information 
extracted from them, he could paraphrase the expression in his L1: cuando 
se ejecuta una estructura sin posibilidad de ampliación (‘when a structure is 
built out to its ultimate extension’). The student’s knowledge of the archi-
tectural issue helped to translate the word in the larger context. (p. 243)

The example above is an illustration of one of the study’s key findings, 
namely, that the language posing difficulty to the students taking part 
in the research was not primarily the technical terminology but the lan-
guage used to develop and connect technical concepts in the specific 
subject area of architecture.

Interestingly, both studies appear to challenge, more or less directly, 
the usefulness of the standard AWL that underpins some current peda-
gogic work in EAP. In terms of their relevance for practitioners, the stud-
ies’ value lies not in the list of words identified as problematic (such a list 
would be invalidated given the diversity of proficiency levels and subject 
area specificity across the full range of educational settings); they are use-
ful because, combined, they draw attention to the lexical layers that stu-
dents need to negotiate, and to the necessity to offer a range of methods 
of instruction and sensitise students to a range of self-study options in 
order to enable them to expand their lexical repertoire.
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Both Littlemore et al. (2011) and Peters and Fernandez (2013) 
focused on in-sessional settings and aimed to highlight challenging lan-
guage in oral and written texts, respectively. Some very useful insights 
into vocabulary development over a duration of time in a pre-degree 
EAP context can be found a piece of longitudinal research by Dόczi 
and Kormos (2016). The 120 international student participants in the 
research were taught EAP for fifteen hours a week in a UK university, 
without explicit vocabulary or grammar instruction. Their recognition 
vocabulary knowledge increased if looked at as a group average, how-
ever, almost one-third of the participants ‘either did not improve or 
went down in their scores’ (p. 34). Dόczi and Kormos note that attri-
tion was evident both in students with a low level at the start of the 
programme and in students at higher levels of proficiency. The inciden-
tal learning context did not yield consistent outcomes across all partic-
ipants. The authors also found that vocabulary expansion did not take 
place ‘linearly across the lines of the frequency bands of the BNC’ (p. 
39) although a slightly clearer relationship was found with the CELEX 
corpus. Word concreteness and L1 influence appeared to have an impact 
on attainment, but, more importantly, with regard to exposure, which 
they highlighted as an essential element, the authors note that frequency 
of occurrence in input ‘is a much more reliable indicator of exposure 
than the frequency of a given word in native speaker corpora’ (p. 63). 
A positive outcome of incidental exposure seemed to be participants’ 
increased ability to make word associations, due to the reorganisation of 
their mental lexicon, especially at a more abstract level, and between less 
frequently used lexical items. This is consistent with findings from Ife, 
Vives Boix and Meara’s (2000) research into study abroad settings with 
regard to the development of lexical repertoires and their more native-
like organisation. Dόczi and Kormos argue in favour of interventions to 
support vocabulary development in incidental rather than formal instruc-
tion settings. Before this can be put into practice, however, it would be 
useful to conduct additional research into EMI participants’ exposure to 
more complex English than they were previously used to and strategies 
for dealing with this.

Alongside appropriate exposure, Dόczi and Kormos (2016) note that 
some form of output has been found to support vocabulary develop-
ment, whether in the form of less authentically contextualised practice 
activities, negotiation of meaning or natural interaction. Negotiation of 
meaning, however, may occur less frequently than necessary in lectures, 
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seminars or other subject-oriented teaching and learning events at uni-
versity because of its face loss potential, while summative assessments 
may not be seen by international students as a setting in which to ‘push 
themselves to experiment with new vocabulary or expand their produc-
tive vocabulary knowledge’ (p. 136), particularly if it is perceived that 
intelligibility is a more straightforward path towards a positive outcome 
than lexical sophistication.

Careful consideration of the relationship between lexical research and 
teaching practice is offered by Folse (2011), who emphasises that clos-
ing the lexical gap faced by non-native speakers of English preparing for 
higher education through that medium can more effectively be achieved 
through explicit instruction compared to taking a ‘natural approach 
involving substantial communicative interaction with authentic language’ 
(p. 363). Folse defends word lists (for a while out of favour with some 
lexical researchers), supports the use of vocabulary notebooks and notes 
that vocabulary acquisition is facilitated by multiple retrievals and spaced 
rehearsals. The teacher plays a central role in setting up such opportuni-
ties in Folse’s view, though learners’ responsibility is at least on an equal 
level as in order to be successful they should ‘have a very specific con-
crete plan of action and consistently carry it out’ (p. 365) in order to 
recuperate some of the advantage that native speakers have through years 
of exposure to language in naturally occurring contexts. This would be 
entirely appropriate in the context of intensive preparatory courses for 
university study, however, at the post-enrolment stage, the degree and 
nature of exposure to language pre-empts the level of formal instruc-
tion that Folse recommends. Section 3.2 illustrates, with the help of 
data from the AcLitT project, the spaces in which exposure to language 
occurs, salient language that EMI participants grapple with and the strat-
egies they adopt to make sense of it, effectively or perhaps less so.

3.3  F  rom Dictionary Meaning to Building Meaningful 
Narratives Around Words

Linguists working to provide descriptive and explanatory accounts of 
English, both as an abstract entity and as a means of communication, 
as well as their more applied colleagues who seek to understand how 
English is learnt have developed their own sets of labels—specialist ter-
minology not readily available to those without a specialist interest in  
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the area. Lexicographers put language into boxes; they devise catego-
ries for vocabulary items, build corpora and use tools to explore word 
frequency and behaviour, salience, keyness. Language tutors select 
appropriate vocabulary for their learners. Language learners and users, 
on the other hand, bring words alive by creating personally meaning-
ful connections. This section focuses on how words are brought alive in 
EMI settings: new words that AcLitT participants learnt and how they 
learnt them.

The AcLitT interviews explored new language that the research par-
ticipants came across during their first year of undergraduate study. 
Rather than using texts as prompts as in Peters and Fernandez’ (2013) 
research, or focusing on specific lectures or communicative events, par-
ticipants were asked to comment on the vocabulary load throughout 
their experience of undergraduate study up to that point and to iden-
tify themselves the words that were either new to them or that they had 
some general knowledge of but now had had the opportunity to use 
in relation to their academic work. The new language that the research 
participants flagged up came from a wide variety of sources. The lexical 
items they put forward were characteristic of higher levels of language 
proficiency.

Fashion design, the subject area of Participant E, may appear to place 
more emphasis on the visual impact of its practices, but at the same 
time stretches students’ language repertoire in ways that go beyond the 
standard work of vocabulary classes or vocabulary learning episodes. 
Work Participant E was required to do for her course involved choosing 
a keyword or phrase from a set list of abstract concepts (e.g. authentic-
ity, artificiality, transparency) and building a coherent context around it, 
drawing on reading from a wide variety of sources, most of which would 
not usually make their way into a typical EAP syllabus or contain a high 
percentage of items from the AWL:

R:   �so when you try to explain your idea where do you get the 
words from

E:   �well usually from the things related to the concept like for 
example I’ll tell you about the project I’m doing now it’s about 
a Japanese concept which means to repair with gold and it’s 
about repairing old pottery that has been broken with gold and 
this one is related to another Japanese philosophy and it has 
some other concepts related to it like asperity and asymmetry 
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and things like that and those are doors I’m using for the pro-
ject now so I picked up the words from my research and from 
different areas and I felt like in relation to these I found a song 
called ‘Beautifully Broken’ which I really liked and expressed 
this idea it was quite it had nothing to do with the Japan or any-
thing but just because it was expressing the same thing I chose 
this ‘Beatifully Broken’ as a title for my project and that’s

R:   �where does the information mainly come from is it the inter-
net or is it magazines

E:   �the main concept I found it through internet but I had I went 
to London and looked at some exhibitions and I read some 
article from theirs those things you can pick up like those 
small things

R:   �from the exhibition
E:   �yeah I took some of those and went home to read them and 

then went to the website of that artist and looked into his 
work [interview E.3]

Participant E’s fairly confident command of grammar and her ability to 
organise her thoughts into coherent stretches of language meant that she 
could integrate higher-order, low-frequency words such as asperity and 
asymmetry seamlessly into her presentation and sketchbook. Participant 
E placed more emphasis on use rather than learning, and on naturally 
picking up words from the context rather than being formally taught. 
The Internet visits to art exhibitions and the texts surrounding the exhi-
bition were Participant E’s main source of language for a project. She 
also drew on her first language, as follows:

I also try to translate words from my own language if it makes sense 
because probably in my own language my vocabulary is much wider so it 
just kind of think of interesting words and then trying to translate them 
for example for the group project we have about technology addiction 
there were some interesting pictures and the word I’ve thought about was 
enslaved and it wasn’t a word that I knew in English but I knew it in my 
language and translated it. [interview E.3]

Rather than hindering English language development, Participant E’s 
sophisticated repertoire of lexical items in her first language supported 
her attempts to explore complex concepts through the medium of 
English.
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AcLitT participants spoke about vocabulary development with differ-
ent degrees of enthusiasm. For some, new vocabulary was a matter of 
resourcefully exploring topics they had a specific interest in, fashioning 
meaningful contexts for language. For others, lectures and interaction on 
the course were the main source of information, and they preferred to 
assimilate the language offered them. When asked about new language 
she had learnt on her fashion-related course, Participant A mentioned 
two categories of words: keywords from lectures (she gave exam-
ples of theoretical concepts such as surrealism) and technical language. 
Surrealism posed some difficulty:

I think it was just generally like I understand a general part of it but then 
it’s quite fake like the word itself and the meaning itself I find it quite fake 
and then um it’s a really broad part of art as well and then I was because 
I was looking at how it got applied into fashion so it makes it even more 
challenging for me as in I wasn’t sure how like how surrealism should look 
like when it’s an artwork or whether how it should be seen so I keep hav-
ing to search for articles or images about it to see and then reading about 
artists that are I guess significant in when applying surrealism to fashion. 
[interview A.3]

By ‘fake’, Participant A meant ‘abstract’, and not the kind of word that 
would crop up in a spontaneous conversation among students on her 
course or become part of that student’s communicative repertoire. By 
contrast, techniques related to pattern cutting were demonstrated practi-
cally and therefore easier to remember:

around four weeks before we hand it that’s the time that we actually make 
our garment so we come to the studio a lot so we would just see a lot of 
people in there and a lot of people’s work and then sometime I see some-
one’s work really interesting and just come up to them ask how did you do 
this oh you have a really good design just start up conversation like that 
and then we just talk about our work and ask how it’s make and yeah just 
remember how to make it. [interview A.3]

Some subject lecturers explicitly singled out language that was likely 
to cause difficulty. On an architecture degree, the meaning of the word 
precedent was explained by a tutor at the end of a lecture (the informa-
tion was included on a slide, ‘because even the British students didn’t 
understand it at the beginning’ [interview C.3]). Not all lecturers 
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presented language explicitly in this way, however. Some used the ses-
sions as an opportunity to supply useful language in an authentic com-
municative context. Participant D was helpfully reminded of a word 
during a seminar:

D:   �one of the first seminars I had I had to bring in two garments 
one that we particularly liked and one that we didn’t like and 
I found it a bit hard to describe why I didn’t like it cause I 
knew I didn’t like it but I didn’t look up the vocabulary which 
is really stupid cause I don’t know why I just forgot about 
that and then I brought in a blouse that was really lightweight 
but the material was really thin so like a lot of holes which is 
came over time and also it was creasing quite a lot so loads of 
creases and I just didn’t look up the word crease so I didn’t 
know how to say it I think in the end I said something like just 
crumples easy something like that I don’t remember so I just 
tried to use something else that I knew but I didn’t know like 
those specific word

R: � and what was the reaction to that
D: � the everyone understood it so it was fine and I think my lec-

turer then wrote down creases [on the whiteboard] so I 
remembered the word creases [interview D.3]

One question to ask is whether subject lecturers did provide language 
input in a way that facilitated language development given that learners 
at different levels of proficiency need different information about new 
vocabulary. The extent to which this was effectively done varied.

I only had one lecturer that tends to sometimes spell words which is nice 
but we never like I never get the start of her spelling I just miss like half of 
that and I’m I’m just confused cause I don’t know what she was saying but 
so that’s not really helpful and otherwise it’s like on the slides so you sort 
of know like how to write it but yeah. [interview D.3]

The process of getting to know (new) language that would enable 
them to speak and write knowledgeably about their practice and/or 
subject on which their undergraduate degree focused was partly influ-
enced by assessment and feedback practices. Participant D was externally 
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motivated to remember specific words which came up in lectures, 
because she had to prepare a set of topics for an end-of-year examination.

R:   �do you think if you hadn’t had the exam you would have learnt 
these words

D:   �well it was only one image that we had on a slide so you sort of 
more likely to just miss that because it’s only one image they didn’t 
tell us specifically that we had to know that but I mean I read 
through [the slides in preparation for the exam] so I knew it [inter-
view D.3]

Conversely, Participant E failed to pay sufficient attention to two key 
concepts in the lecture, and as a result, her visual analysis earned her a 
lower mark and feedback which highlighted the importance of those 
concepts when discussing the meaning of an image. The feedback made 
the key concept language more salient to Participant E than the initial 
lectures had.

When they encountered new vocabulary, research participants 
deployed different strategies to work out meaning. Googling and look-
ing for synonyms was one approach. Prior understanding of specialist 
notions helped make sense of new terminology in English, though this 
was not an entirely effortless process:

I knew quite a bit about marketing already so it was really helpful because 
our scenario was about marketing and um I remember before the first 
meeting I was just brainstorming and preparing everything and then we 
got together for the meeting and went through my list and everyone was 
really impressed cause they didn’t know how to tackle that and yeah also 
I had to look up quite a few words because these are like specialist words 
and I knew all of them but I had to learn them in English so that was a bit 
inconvenient but yeah so I think it was more about the knowledge than 
like anything. [interview D.3]

New technical terminology could be demonstrated in the context of 
the studio, but more abstract language from theoretical lectures required 
a more systematic approach. Participant F’s pursuit of word meaning 
was rather more complex. Her group had to analyse an article and do a 
presentation about it, and the whole group struggled to understand the 
key points in that text. The word around which text meaning seemed to 
revolve was vernacular.
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R:   �so what happened with vernacular did you look it up in a dictionary

F:   �first yes and then we looked at every other dictionary and like 
synonyms you know anything and we then started looking in 
like context and I asked several people like I have a few friends 
who are like language enthusiasts but not here I asked them 
if they could give me examples with that word and so on and 
then slowly started to make sense and then I started noticing 
it elsewhere I was watching a documentary and someone was 
using it and then an interview and someone was using it and 
then I mean a month later but it just starts to build into your 
understanding more or less [interview F.3]

The use of new language in an interactive context, in the studio with 
peers, was a method more likely to guarantee that students would 
remember it: ‘I don’t think that if I write it I remember it I’m not that 
kind of person’ [interview C.3]. While a linguistics student would argu-
ably pay more particular attention to how the new language behaved 
in a sentence or utterance, the participants in the AcLitT research were 
less likely to notice this; Participant C, for example, noted that he didn’t 
know how the word fitted into a sentence, ‘it comes naturally’ [inter-
view C.3]. Participant F found that for her the most effective approach 
to learning new language was to meet a ‘language enthusiast’,  someone 
with a keen interest in language and willingness to share their knowl-
edge. She had two note-taking apps on her phone where she recorded 
lists of new language; she did not revisit these regularly but was able 
to recall specific words that fitted into naturally occurring contexts. 
Participant F was at a more advanced level and in a better position to 
make decisions about new language to keep or let go:

generally for me the way that I remember words like first of all I notice 
right away someone says something that I don’t know because you know 
the majority of the words people use around me I am familiar with so if 
there is one that I don’t know I notice it and I actively think of that word 
and I think like 70% of the time based on the context you just know what it 
means more or less and you can decide whether based on the context again 
if you know what it means if you have enough words for that that you’re 
satisfied with you can just let that go and not care but sometimes you feel 
like oh my god this is actually so spot on I want to remember this word so 
based on that I decide whether I want to care about this word or not I’m 



52   L. BLAJ-WARD

very good at not caring about words and then if I care about the word I 
normally write it down just to have it once written down but I just write 
it in my phone and then I start noticing it a lot more so probably I heard 
that word before but I never noticed and then once I realise what it means 
I keep rehearing and someone told me a number once like if you hear it x 
times then it becomes part of your vocabulary and you can start using it 
I don’t know the number but for me it’s like I have to hear it a few times 
before I can start using it again if it’s like [technical word] you can start 
using it right away because you’re confident about what it means and how 
to pronounce it but when it’s like vernacular or facetious… [interview F.3]

3.4  S  ome Notes on Teaching and Researching 
Vocabulary for the University Experience

The potential for vocabulary development inherent in university study 
is not necessarily actualised unless all stakeholders in the process actively 
contribute to this, by increasing the quality of the exposure and facilitat-
ing students’ engagement with the new language. The studio vignette 
in Chap. 1 introduced some metaphoric and colloquial language with 
which students were less likely to be familiar (start the ball rolling, bring 
it alive, zing it up a bit, just have the joy of making it). Unlike the AWL 
items, this kind of language is particular to a lecturer’s style of giving 
feedback and thus more difficult to capture, process and rehearse in 
other contexts, yet it is important to understand because it offers stu-
dents guidance on what aspects of their work they should develop fur-
ther. By contrast, practical workshops yielded language that could be 
easily demonstrated visually or through practice and that research par-
ticipants, therefore, found easier to remember. ‘It would be unfeasible,’ 
Evans and Morrison (2012) write, for even the most finely tuned, vocab-
ulary-oriented EAP course to meet students’ immediate (let alone long-
term) disciplinary needs. These needs could only begin to be addressed 
through close and continuing collaboration between EAP professionals 
and their colleagues in the various disciplines. (p. 29)

Evans and Morrison found in their longitudinal research with 28 par-
ticipants from a range of subject areas at the Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University that discipline-specific vocabulary posed by far the largest 
challenge to students in the first term (a ‘lexical deluge’, p. 29). Specific 
suggestions that Evans and Morrison put forward are identifying core 
disciplinary lexis, deciding the order in which this should be prioritised, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_1
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and creating online glossaries, thus allowing EAP tutors to dedicate in-
class time to vocabulary-building and learning strategies to support the 
development of learner autonomy. Their distinction between in-class 
and out-of-class learning time is a relevant one for this volume. The EAP 
classroom is the ideal setting for drawing attention to effective learn-
ing strategies, provided the strategies put forward have been fine-tuned 
to account for the wide range of contexts in which these strategies are 
applied. Outside the EAP classroom—in lectures, seminars, tutori-
als, practical workshops, on study trips, during individual study time in 
the library or elsewhere, conversations with peers or random day-to-
day occasions—EMI participants will use these strategies to tackle AWL 
items, subject-specific language linked to subject-specific concepts, collo-
quial English particular to individual communication styles and any other 
categories of vocabulary in the academic, professional and personal dia-
logues in which they engage. Some of the spaces outside the EAP class-
room generate language that can be predicted and pre-taught by EAP 
tutors, though the uses of other language can only be acquired through 
repeated encounters in authentic contexts.

Charles (2012, 2014) and Flowerdew (2015) provide useful insights 
into student engagement with corpora for academic language learn-
ing purposes, and it is unlikely that this particular strategy would have 
yielded results for AcLitT participants. Having a higher level of profi-
ciency at the outset (Participant E) helped, and the open-ended design 
of the assessed work she was required to do enabled her to pursue her 
own interests, thus increasing her engagement with higher-level vocabu-
lary. A subject lecturer recommended further reading or exhibitions and 
events; if the lecturer had set aside time to explore Participant E’s reac-
tion to that reading, this would have further contributed to meaningful 
exposure and productive engagement with new language.

Participant A spoke about ‘fake’ words, i.e. language that was abstract 
and formal and not part of day-to-day practice-oriented repertoires. A 
strategy that might be applied in this case would be to use social media 
as a corpus (e.g. hashtags on Twitter) to explore different contexts of 
use, and decrease the emotional distance between oneself and the 
abstract, formal language, then make use of the newly developed knowl-
edge and confidence to tackle the academic literature.

All participants would most likely have benefited from having key lan-
guage visually highlighted, but in the absence of this being provided for 
them, they could be encouraged to create their own visual dictionary, 
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using font type and images creatively to record and remember mean-
ings. Awareness-raising of the limitations of English learner dictionaries 
in EMI settings and of the fuller range of sources of language mean-
ing available to them (from specialised glossaries in different formats 
to crowdsourcing platforms) as well as examples of meaning discovery 
‘journeys’ similar to the ones captured in Peters and Fernandez (2013) 
would most likely be highly beneficial.

Participant F noted she would have benefited from meeting a ‘lan-
guage enthusiast’,  a highly articulate expert user keen on sharing 
knowledge about language in informal, out-of-language-class settings. 
Language enthusiasm, to a certain extent, falls within the remit of any 
role connected with teaching and learning at university given that univer-
sity language overlaps partly but not fully with everyday and professional 
registers. In the absence of this, however, kindling enthusiasm for sub-
jects and making resources available to facilitate the translation of enthu-
siasm into learning practices offer a necessary basis from which to pursue 
other avenues for language development.

Research-wise, as Coxhead (2016a, p. 183) states, we currently ‘know 
much more about the nature of academic vocabulary than we did back 
in 2000’ when Coxhead published her flagship piece on the AWL. The 
depth of this knowledge, however, is not evenly distributed across all 
subject areas, particularly the creative ones studied by participants in the 
interviews which underpin this volume. Another aspect which merits fur-
ther attention are the various layers of vocabulary that students might 
have difficulty with, based not on frequency but on the importance of 
the message they help carry across, whether they convey core infor-
mation or supporting detail that may or may not be left out. Student 
engagement with new vocabulary in EMI settings, whether face-to-face 
or in virtual environments, as well as ‘little-researched areas of the world’ 
(Coxhead 2016b) is an area ripe for investigation—not the vocabulary 
they need to acquire but students’ learning journeys from noticing new 
language to making effective use of this for a variety of purposes. Briggs 
(2015a, p. 301) cautions that

outside the [language] classroom it is less likely that learners will fully 
understand a word/phrase because they may not be exposed to compre-
hensive or accurate definitions, there is unlikely to be any checking of 
understanding and the opportunity to use the word/phrase may never 
occur.
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Following on from this, Briggs (2015b, p. 130) puts forward questions 
of particular relevance to studying abroad and EMI. These questions are 
flagged up at the end of the present chapter not to close the chapter but 
to prompt further reflection and open up previously uncharted research 
paths: ‘Are some types of language contact [in EMI] more beneficial 
to vocabulary acquisition than others to engage in? Which are likely to 
beget meaningful language processing?’

References

Ackermann, K., & Chen, Y.-H. (2013). Developing the Academic Collocation 
List (ACL): A corpus-driven and expert-judged approach. Journal of English 
for Academic Purposes, 12, 235–247. doi:10.1016/j.jeap.2013.08.002.

Ädel, A., & Erman, B. (2012). Recurrent word combinations in academic writ-
ing by native and non-native speakers of English: A lexical bundles approach. 
English for Specific Purposes, 31(2), 81–92. doi:10.1016/j.esp.2011.08.004.

Appel, R., & Wood, D. (2016). Recurrent word combinations in EAP test-taker 
writing: Differences between high- and low-proficiency levels. Language 
Assessment Quarterly, 13(1), 55–71. doi:10.1080/15434303.2015.1126718.

Briggs, J. G. (2015a). A context-specific research tool to probe the out-of-class 
vocabulary-related strategies of study-abroad learners. International Journal 
of Applied Linguistics, 25(3), 291–314. doi:10.1111/ijal.12070.

Briggs, J. G. (2015b). Out-of-class language contact and vocabulary gain in a study 
abroad context. System, 53, 129–140. doi:10.1016/j.system.2015.07.007.

Charles, M. (2012). Proper vocabulary and juicy collocations: EAP students 
evaluate do-it-yourself corpus-building. English for Specific Purposes, 31(2), 
93–102. doi:10.1016/j.esp.2011.12.003.

Charles, M. (2014). Getting the corpus habit: EAP students’ long-term use of 
personal corpora. English for Specific Purposes, 35, 30–40. doi:10.1016/ 
j.esp.2013.11.004.

Coxhead, A. (2000). A new academic word list. TESOL Quarterly, 34, 213–238. 
doi:10.2307/3587951.

Coxhead, A. (2016a). Reflecting on Coxhead (2000), ‘A new Academic Word 
List’. TESOL Quarterly, 50(1), 181–185. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/
tesq.287.

Coxhead, A. (2016b). Acquiring academic and disciplinary vocabulary. In  
K. Hyland & P. Shaw (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of English for academic 
purposes (pp. 177–190). Abingdon: Routledge.

Coxhead, A., & Walls, R. (2012).TED talks, vocabulary, and listening for EAP. 
The TESOLANZ Journal, 20, 55–67. Retrieved from http://www.tesolanz.
org.nz/Site/Publications/TESOLANZ_Journal/default.aspx#H138990-6.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2013.08.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2011.08.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15434303.2015.1126718
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12070
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2015.07.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2011.12.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2013.11.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2013.11.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3587951
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/tesq.287
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/tesq.287
http://www.tesolanz.org.nz/Site/Publications/TESOLANZ_Journal/default.aspx#H138990-6
http://www.tesolanz.org.nz/Site/Publications/TESOLANZ_Journal/default.aspx#H138990-6


56   L. BLAJ-WARD

Dang, T. N. Y., & Webb, S. (2014). The lexical profile of academic spoken English. 
English for Specific Purposes, 33, 66–76. doi:10.1016/j.esp.2013.08.001.

Dóczi, B., & Kormos, J. (2016). Longitudinal developments in vocabulary knowl-
edge and lexical organization. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Evans, S., & Morrison, B. (2012). Learning and using English at university: 
Lessons from a longitudinal study in Hong Kong. The Journal of Asia TEFL, 
9(2), 21–47. Retrieved from http://journal.asiatefl.org/.

Flowerdew, L. (2015). Corpus-based research and pedagogy in EAP: From lexis to 
genre. Language Teaching, 48(1), 99–116. doi:10.1017/S0261444813000037.

Folse, K. (2011). Applying L2 lexical research findings in ESL teaching. TESOL 
Quarterly, 45(2), 362–369. Retrieved from http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.5054/tq.2010.254529/epdf.

Ife, A., Vives Boix, G., & Meara, P. (2000). The impact of study abroad on the 
vocabulary development of different proficiency groups. Spanish Applied 
Linguistics, 4(1), 55–84.

Littlemore, J., Trautman Chen, P., Koester, A., & Barnden, J. (2011). 
Difficulties in metaphor comprehension faced by international students 
whose first language is not English. Applied Linguistics, 32(4), 408–429. 
doi:10.1093/applin/amr009.

Lobo, A., & Gurney, L. (2014). What did they expect? Exploring a link between 
students’ expectations, attendance and attrition on English language enhance-
ment courses. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 38(5), 730–754. doi:
10.1080/0309877X.2013.817002.

Murray, N. (2016). Standards of English in higher education. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Nation, I. S. P. (2006). How large a vocabulary is needed for reading and lis-
tening? Canadian Modern Language Review, 63(1), 59–82. doi:10.3138/
cmlr.63.1.59.

Peters, P., & Fernández, T. (2013). The lexical needs of ESP students in a pro-
fessional field. English for Specific Purposes, 32, 236–247. doi:10.1016/ 
j.esp.2013.05.002.

Sakui, K., & Cowie, N. (2008). To speak English is tedious’: Student resist-
ance in Japanese university classrooms. In P. Kalaja, V. Menezes, & A. M. 
F. Barcelos (Eds.), Narratives of learning and teaching EFL (pp. 98–110). 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Simpson-Vlach, R., & Ellis, N. (2010). An academic formulas list: New methods 
in phraseology research. Applied Linguistics, 31(4), 487–512. doi:10.1093/
applin/amp058.

Welker, H. A. (2010). Dictionary use: A general survey of empirical studies. 
Retrieved from http://let.unb.br/hawelker.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2013.08.001
http://journal.asiatefl.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261444813000037
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.5054/tq.2010.254529/epdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.5054/tq.2010.254529/epdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/amr009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2013.817002
http://dx.doi.org/10.3138/cmlr.63.1.59
http://dx.doi.org/10.3138/cmlr.63.1.59
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2013.05.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2013.05.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/amp058
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/amp058
http://let.unb.br/hawelker


57

Abstract  The English language learning and use histories that students 
bring with them on an EMI campus may or may not include authentic, 
meaningful and purposeful spoken interaction. The network of relation-
ships that underpin life on an EMI campus may or may not offer oppor-
tunities for further use and development of spoken English. This chapter 
puts forward 3LU individual experience snapshots, illustrating aspects 
that facilitate or pre-empt lively, meaningful and rewarding exchanges. 
These are followed by outlines, anchored in undergraduate AcLitT data, 
of contexts and conversations involving extensive use of English. The 
trajectory of Olivia, the emotional dimensions of her experience and her 
resourcefulness further ground discussion of language development in 
EMI. The closing section teases out implications and points to further 
avenues for research.

Keywords  EMI campus · Spoken interaction  
Spoken academic discourse · Language use

4.1    Preliminaries

The extent to which English is used on an EMI campus, in public and 
in private spaces, as the medium for lively, meaningful and rewarding 
exchanges is effected, among other things, by prior instructed language 
learning or, alternatively, by language use experience. In traditional 
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language classroom contexts, speaking tends to be neglected (e.g. 
Seferaj 2014), sometimes due to NNSE teachers’ lack of confidence in 
their own ability to use English for this purpose. Communicative teach-
ing methodologies which award oral interaction a central place may also 
vary in terms of how close they are to the artificial or, conversely, more 
authentic ends of the continuum. Language textbooks, more often than 
not, contain dialogues that would be difficult to replicate in real-life set-
tings, and pragmatic competence is less often included in language syl-
labi. The extent to which participants in EMI bring with them positive 
experiences of extensive use of English in the language classroom varies.

Participants in EMI with prior out-of-class experience in using 
English, as this chapter illustrates, are better placed to interact with peers 
and staff, though even in these cases language proficiency does not auto-
matically equate with the rich dialogue and extensive interaction neces-
sary for further language development. As one participant in Sercombe 
and Young’s (2015) research revealed, in spite of an adequate level of 
competence in the language, ‘she hasn’t developed as many friendships 
with her native speaker colleagues as she would have liked, because: 
They’re young, they’re really nice but we don’t, but they’re really young. We 
just don’t have a lot in common.’ (p. 48). Different EMI contexts pro-
vide opportunities for dialogue and interaction to varying extents. Waters 
and Leung (2013, p. 614) offer a telling example of the linguistic impact 
of what they call ‘immobile transnationalisms’, i.e. how degree courses 
franchised by universities in English-speaking countries and taught in 
students’ country of origin fail to provide an environment in which these 
students can develop linguistic competencies comparable to those of 
their peers travelling to English-speaking countries for study purposes:

One day I went to meet a client. I introduced myself and this guy said to 
me: ‘Your English should be better [because] you have come back from 
the UK’. So I needed to explain [that I did my British degree in Hong 
Kong]. But sometimes I ask myself, do I really need to explain myself? 
However, I do not want people to feel that I am intentionally mislead-
ing them. I am honest and I did not go to the UK. So even now, I am 
still thinking of how I should deal with this kind of situation. I remember 
when I had my job interview. In the interview, there were also other appli-
cants from HKU [University of Hong Kong], CUHK [Chinese University 
of Hong Kong]. We had a group interview. I would say I graduated from 
X [UK] university. I think it is a matter of how I identify myself. I don’t 
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want to mention [it] but I also don’t want to be misunderstood that I 
claimed I had been studying in the UK, but kept quiet about it. (David 
Kwok, aged 24, who graduated with a British university degree in 2009, 
Hong Kong)

The combined experiences of English language use among participants 
in EMI settings impact on the amount and meaningfulness of spoken 
interaction. Both mobile and immobile transnationalisms may fail to pro-
vide access to social relationships and situations in which students feel 
they are perceived as valued partners in linguistic exchanges and which 
would support them in increasing their confidence and their level of 
proficiency.

Applied linguistics researchers, language teaching practitioners, aca-
demic and professional staff in higher education and language learners 
would all agree that interaction and opportunities for language practice 
in authentic situations are essential for language development, yet the 
extent to which interaction is facilitated or taken up depends on a range 
of factors. This chapter focuses on the Englishes spoken during the EMI 
experience and on how the speakers of these Englishes engage in inter-
action. It teases out the factors which have an impact on interaction as 
perceived by research participants themselves. The plural use of Englishes 
in this chapter is indebted to views expressed by Jenkins (2013), Baker 
(2016) or Björkman (2013) among others and relates partly to local 
varieties, partly to levels of proficiency and partly to register and purpose 
of use (e.g. social exchange, more formal interaction with lecturers, peer 
feedback in learning and teaching events, study group interaction outside 
formally scheduled classes, or language use in professional contexts by 
students in part-time employment). Gurney (2016) is one of the most 
recent voices to draw attention in a discussion piece to the fact that EMI 
students will go on to work in globalised ELF workplaces and thus be 
more likely to interact with non-native speakers of English. Relatedly, 
Hall and Cook (2015) reveal, on the basis of needs analysis research 
conducted in a number of European countries, participants’ awareness 
that ‘increased mobility, migration, and integration, combined with 
developments in online communication, have led to substantial changes 
in English language use and practices’ (p. 3), which impact on the way 
English is learnt, taught and experienced. This chapter offers insights 
into the interaction that takes place during study through the medium 
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of English and the extent to which EMI campuses and connected spaces 
live up to their potential as language-rich environments conducive to 
language development.

Insights from the 3LU project are presented as brief accounts of indi-
vidual experience, capturing salient aspects identified by research par-
ticipants themselves. AcLitT data are organised on the basis of contexts 
and conversations. Olivia’s experience is retold as a trajectory narrative of 
development throughout the exchange year.

4.2    Accounts of Individual Experience from the 3LU 
Research Project

Experiences recounted by 3LU research participants illustrated the wide 
range of opportunities to speak English on the EMI campus (as well as 
offcampus during their academic sojourn in the UK). Lillian stated she 
was more a language user than learner: ‘I want to be a learner but firstly 
a learner of my course’. She actively pursued opportunities to interact 
with classmates from different countries (e.g. she was part of a study 
group with students from Nigeria, Thailand and Vietnam). While some 
language posed difficulty, for example explaining engineering concepts 
in presentations when taking questions from the audience, she was 
undeterred. She confidently said ‘Please give me one minute to organ-
ise my language’ and looked for other words to explain what she meant. 
Cassandra’s circle of friends involved co-nationals who were studying 
on related courses and Cassandra’s conversations with them resulted 
in learning some useful specialised vocabulary in English, even though 
English was not used exclusively in these conversations. Vivian had a 
multi-national network of non-native-speaker friends, whom she had 
met on the pre-sessional course. When asked whether her language was 
developing as a result of being part of this network, Vivian replied she 
was learning ‘not language but content from friends’.

Because of the various language levels on her course, Maria, a 
Malayalam and English speaker from India, felt that she was at a disad-
vantage because lecturers attempted to simplify their language to support 
less proficient students. She also noted that at times the lecturers asked 
her and her co-nationals to explain points to the less proficient students. 
When delivering presentations, she preferred to speak freely rather than 
rehearse in advance. Her definition of a confident communicator was 
‘someone who can convince the clients that their design is good’. Maria’s 
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approach to communication was indeed fairly confident and direct—in 
her interaction with a lecturer

I sort of argue with her. She says, I’ve told you enough, now go and do 
what you want. I clarify, so this is what you want. She says, it’s up to you. 
Do you want me to show you everything? I’m more used to clarifying and 
concluding. Here, lecturers won’t do this.

If Maria did not feel she had had enough guidance, her strategy was to 
‘call the others and clarify with them, but if we are not sure we go back 
to the next class. At least you have done something and she would be 
happy’.

Although from a country where English was an additional official lan-
guage, Jahan felt more comfortable speaking on campus than off cam-
pus. On campus people were more ‘used to international students’: ‘In 
class they know me, I don’t feel like a visitor’. Having had some pro-
fessional work experience in between the undergraduate degree he com-
pleted in his home country and the postgraduate degree he was enrolled 
on in the UK, he was able to contribute more substantially than some of 
his colleagues during in-class peer assessment sessions.

Anna’s course had four enrolled students. Fortunately, one module 
was shared with another course, which increased potential communica-
tion opportunities. A native speaker colleague with a similar undergradu-
ate background and career route to Anna’s helped with words she was 
not sure about: ‘If appear in drawing it would be easy to understand. I’m 
very visual. If not I use a dictionary or ask my friend who is British here. 
She works in a construction firm’. One lecturer on Anna’s course spoke 
quite fast, and Anna found it difficult to follow what he was saying. He 
asked at the end of the lecture whether the students had any questions, 
but did not really give them sufficient time to answer, and as the students 
had not had enough time to process information, no questions were 
asked. Anna had hoped for a different, more interactive teaching style 
than traditional lectures then ‘go home and do assignment’. Outside 
term time, Anna volunteered in an Oxfam shop and learnt the British 
equivalent of some general American words she was more familiar with.

Leila was able to compensate for the lack of sufficient contact time 
with lecturers by working with a British student on course projects. 
She expressed the view that ‘it depends on how proactive you are to 
find people to speak with’. When presenting her work to colleagues in 
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fortnightly group tutorials, Leila felt comfortable about her language but 
sometimes insecure about her design, which made her feel less proficient 
in the language and less inclined to speak at length. She was aware that 
her English was ‘lacking something’ but hoped that she would be able 
to use more professional words to talk about design in a future job. In 
general, Leila preferred one-to-ones because ‘you can control the pace 
of conversations [and can] predict what they are talking about’. A typical 
day for Leila did not appear to involve substantial interaction; she started 
the day by chatting with a German housemate over morning coffee, then 
working alone in her room, sometimes going to university, going to the 
supermarket in the afternoon, cooking at home and going for a walk in 
the evening. Her weekends were spent within a larger group including 
some co-nationals, though Leila admitted preferring to use English at 
weekends because she was beginning to find the guttural ‘h’ in her native 
language a bit painful.

The experience of Xanthe, a participant in the 3LU project, offers 
a telling example of a language-poor environment. Xanthe’s course 
involved two days a week of class contact, and the rest of the time she 
had ‘nobody to talk to’. Although a studio space was available to stu-
dents on Xanthe’s course, she preferred to work from home to avoid car-
rying back and forth the resources she needed to work on her project. 
The projects on her course were individual, and according to Xanthe, her 
colleagues adopted the same practice. During the two days on campus, 
Xanthe used English with colleagues from other countries and her con-
versations were limited to ‘general things, food, cooking’. In Xanthe’s 
words, classmates from other countries had a ‘different sense of beauty’, 
and Xanthe was reluctant to make comments that would have a negative 
impact on her relationship with them. Antonia was equally reluctant to 
comment on others’ work. She would usually write the feedback on post-
it notes which she attached to the displayed work, ‘but only if asked’. 
In contrast to Xanthe, however, Antonia found that interaction with her 
peers helped her realise that their English competency level was lower 
than hers, which increased her confidence about her ability to speak.

Bella’s course offered similarly limited opportunities for on-campus 
interaction, but Bella was part of a social network which used English 
to communicate, and she also secured a part-time job which relied on 
partly scripted language. Harry (mother tongue: Gujarati) was also 
enrolled on a course with little formally scheduled contact time (studio 
time, workshops once a week, one-to-one sessions every fortnight), but 
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he actively sought language development opportunities; he asked British 
colleagues to correct him and, in his words, ‘two of my friends are really 
cooperative’. Fortunately for him, the limited range of opportunities to 
use English on his course was complemented by the supportive work-
place environment to which he had access due to his paid internship. 
His manager was very supportive and openly encouraged him to share 
his thoughts, feel comfortable and not worry about language. Harry 
described himself as ‘a keen listener. I capture words, try to memorise 
them and use them. People have advised me to read but I didn’t find 
that useful. I need to use language. Everywhere I go I speak to people’.

Carla did not use English extensively on campus, partly because her 
co-nationals formed a substantial proportion of her cohort, and Carla 
found it ‘weird’ (her own words) to use English when communicating 
with them. Carla had completed an undergraduate degree at the same 
university and her high school education at an international school 
through the medium of English (albeit in her home country). Off cam-
pus, Carla frequently travelled within the UK and used English in her 
social network built around part-time paid employment. Earlier exposure 
to a wide variety of native speakers and being able to use the language 
for professional—not only academic—purposes gave Carla the opportu-
nity to develop her English further. Carla’s confidence level varied. She 
stated: ‘My level depends on myself. Sometimes I speak quite fluently 
but sometimes I just feel stuck’.

The opening section in this chapter flagged up a number of aspects 
which pre-empted successful interaction and signalled that EMI cam-
puses are not de facto language-rich environments seamlessly leading to 
language development: lack of shared interests to converse about, with-
drawal caused by anxiety at unfamiliar language use scenarios and une-
venly distributed opportunities for authentic spoken communication in 
English. While these were also touched upon in interviews with the 3LU 
participants, the predominant image projected by the interviews was one 
of resourcefulness and of drawing on both on-campus and off-campus 
experiences, explicitly or implicitly, to build oneself up as an effective 
English language speaker. Two published accounts, each focusing on a 
postgraduate East Asian student but offering contrasting trajectories, are 
summarised below to add further depth to the discussion.

Perrin (2015) is an insightful case study which illustrates ‘the com-
plexities of a learner’s identity(s)  and the role that these have in access-
ing a learner’s English language communities, both real and imaginary’ 
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(pp. 279–280). Drawing on Norton (2000), Perrin used the analytical 
tool of investment to explore and explain the experience of Meredith, 
a Chinese EFL learner and temporary sojourner in a UK academic set-
ting. Meredith’s main goal was to acquire an educated native speaker 
level pronunciation which would be interpreted as a sign of proficiency 
on her return to China and open doors to better employment oppor-
tunities. However, Meredith’s everyday life in London did not involve 
contact with speakers who fitted Meredith’s native speaker construct. 
As a result, she withdrew from interaction with the local speaking com-
munity, who in her view were not in a position to model ‘the correct 
linguistic practices […] important in social mobility and in being able 
to gain access to more prestigious communities’ (p. 294). Paradoxically, 
Meredith’s investment in the target language led to her not benefitting 
from immersion, because off-campus immersion did not give her access 
to a variety of English that was valued among the professional commu-
nity she wished to join on graduation. Meredith’s interaction with col-
leagues on her academic course was outside the scope of the discussion 
in Perrin (2015), though it is likely that a university course would supply 
interaction opportunities that more readily met Meredith’s needs.

Meredith’s experience is rather different from that of Daisy, a par-
ticipant in Benson et al.’s (2013) research, who travelled to the UK 
from her native Hong Kong to study for an MA in applied linguistics. 
Daisy’s immediate priority, language-wise, was to improve her listen-
ing and speaking skills. The course itself was not particularly demanding 
from a content point of view, given Daisy’s undergraduate background 
in the same area, but limited contact hours (nine per week) meant that 
Daisy had fewer opportunities to engage in discussion with her peers, 
and outside the course, Daisy spent most of her time in her flat, speak-
ing Mandarin Chinese. The ‘high point of her time in England’ (p. 98), 
however, was the opportunity to take up some paid work as an inter-
preter in hospitals and clinics, use English for a wider variety of purposes 
and gain additional life experience.

The diversity apparent in the 3LU interview data, read alongside 
case study and narrative accounts of non-native English speakers pur-
suing higher education abroad (or in their home country) through the 
medium of English problematizes the nature of EAP provision that 
could be made formally available to these students. It raises questions 
about ownership and accountability with regard to personal language 
development and formal EAP provision. The following section adds 
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to that discussion by presenting insights from AcLitT data, organised 
according to specific contexts and conversations available to the first-year 
undergraduate research participants.

4.3  C  ontexts and Conversations (AcLitT)
Chapter 3 showed how new language that fitted into naturally occur-
ring interaction was more likely to be noticed and remembered by the 
AcLitT research participants. Lectures provided input but no opportuni-
ties for interaction, however. Seminars accompanying lectures, although 
designed as opportunities for in-depth discussion and consequently 
language development, did not appear to fully achieve this aim or help 
deepen student understanding of concepts further in some cases, as 
Participant F noted:

yeah the thing is we don’t have classes where we talk about [creative sub-
ject] we like we have lectures where they explain different eras […] but we 
are not asked about our opinion or it’s not about an actual piece of […] 
design it’s just about an era or an artist or you know so they are talking 
more about that time in history more than in depth concepts […] first of 
all and we don’t like we had a very few like three seminars throughout the 
entire year where we were asked to talk about these things but it was again 
quite a forced situation and you have ten students seven of which don’t 
feel comfortable talking in front of others and most of them don’t know 
what to say anything they say would be superficial because they don’t nor-
mally talk about these things so I think the difference would be if you had 
like a small group of people [interview F.3]

A similar scenario was described by Participant D:

R:   �do you get a chance to say a lot of things in seminars
D:   �I think we’re supposed to say more than we do um because no one 

really no one really wants to talk as much I think
R:   �why
D:   �I don’t know maybe it’s out of laziness sometimes it’s all just easy 

questions like you don’t want to say anything cause that’s just weird 
and I think it’s also for me personally I find it a bit odd because like 
in school I’m used to like raise my hand and wait for the teacher to 
say something so I know it’s my turn to speak but in seminars we 
are just supposed to talk and I find that a bit weird like I don’t want 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_3
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to disrupt anyone it’s just that as well it’s just inconvenient sort of 
[interview D.3]

The absence of opportunities to develop her knowledge through dis-
cussion was salient for Participant F, and she put forward a scenario she 
would have liked to experience:

for my course for me I feel like it would be useful to have you know such 
a conversation with someone who’s not necessarily a teacher because a 
teacher would be cautious about what you know and what you don’t so 
they might use simpler language for the sake of your understanding but 
you just have someone from industry […] I think just having conversations 
[…] would probably help a lot just randomly about design not something 
that not when I have to get my project ready and they’re talking about my 
own project but just generally OK what is my opinion what is your opinion 
what is her you know other opinion um I think those kind of conversations 
might teach us more [interview F.3]

In contrast, learning and teaching events centred around practical, 
hands-on projects facilitated a greater degree of interaction. The studio 
in particular (especially full-day ones) gave students the opportunity to 
talk about their projects with the tutors available, without the time con-
straints imposed on shorter timetabled events. In the studio, conversa-
tions developed organically with peers and tutors. Practical workshops 
achieved a similar effect.

C:   �it’s in the studio so you can pop in there any time and start a conver-
sation with the tutor

R:   �how does that work are you happy with
C:   �yeah I’m very happy with because like if you have a question in this 

moment but after an hour you remember another thing that you 
want to ask you can go and ask them because we have a full day stu-
dio so I’m happy with it

R:   �and in the studio is it just your group or is it many different people 
working on different projects?

C:   �it’s only our group but we got like more than a tutor so it’s divided 
into each tutor I think twenty or twenty-five students so it’s divided

R:   �are they all together in the same place
C:   �yeah yeah in the same place around seventy students
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R:   �does it get very noisy
C:   �um it is but it’s better when it’s noisy because it’s more like the place 

there’s life in the place you want to work maybe it’s for me
R:   �that’s really interesting I think other people would prefer a quiet 

space
C:   �yeah but I’m maybe because our degree is more related to creativ-

ity cause we design and so when we talk to each other we get more 
inspiration and ideas [interview C.2]

In his final interview, Participant C contrasted this with individual tutori-
als, which have time limits and do not allow him to explain his concept 
at length. Participant F also perceived the studio as a space conducive to 
learning conversations.

R:   �what’s the best opportunity you’ve had to talk about something  
study-related

F:   �best opportunity I don’t know we talk about it all the time whenever 
so I normally I’m in the studio from 10 to 5 every day and normally 
it’s just like two more students in the studio and otherwise some peo-
ple show up for like an hour or two but there aren’t too many people 
so I’m just there all day so tutors do come up to me a lot and I have 
chats with them about study-related stuff but also with other students 
like everyone is really open and approachable about like if you’re 
stuck with an idea or you don’t know how to go and whoever is next 
to you they’re just going to ask what do you think they could do so 
the studio in general is just a good place to talk about study-related 
stuff [interview F.2]

The image, conveyed in the AcLitT interviews, of the studio as a space 
from which students enrolled on courses with a creative component 
derive a great deal of learning value through conversations with tutors 
and peers echoed findings from Blair’s (2006) research. Blair contrasts 
the positive atmosphere of the studio as a space of informal interac-
tion to that of the studio as a setting for the ‘crit’. In spite of expecta-
tions that the crit would be an opportunity for students to articulate the 
thought processes behind their work and receive constructive feedback, 
Blair’s research led her to identify a series of factors that undermined 
this: large groups and a lack of space for everyone to listen in on and 
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contribute to feedback; a tutor-led format which excludes students from 
the feedback-giving process; unsupportive, unconstructive, confronta-
tional tutor feedback; affective barriers (‘students catatonic with tired-
ness and fear’, p. 91, unable to focus on what is being said about their 
peers’ work); or lack of familiarity with crit language or vocabulary. 
This was not the case for the AcLitT participants whose experiences 
informed this volume, possibly because crits are differently facilitated 
in the first year of an undergraduate degree. However, the vignette in 
the opening chapter and remarks made by participants about some of 
their peers’ low attendance at the studio (and therefore lack of uptake 
of interaction opportunities within the studio) seem to suggest that 
there is scope for providing more fine-tuned language development sup-
port in this area. One particular aspect on which language development 
provision could focus is flagged up in a comment from a participant in 
Blair’s research:

I think there is a certain vocabulary that you need to use as long as you’ve 
got that and don’t really say ‘I don’t really know why I did this’... I was 
always told that if you like it, then you have to explain and be strong in 
your reasoning why you did it. It may not necessarily be the right reason 
but if you are confident, then it gives off to everyone else - what this per-
son has put up is ‘crap’ but they’re speaking as if they are an authority on it 
and they understand and they can explain the reasons they’ve done certain 
things. (Blair 2006, p. 88)

Reflection on the learning process is part and parcel of becoming a pro-
fessional designer and can be facilitated to a certain extent through rais-
ing students’ awareness of subject-appropriate ways of speaking and of 
the type of language that conveys reflection.

Group work which involved library research appeared to engage stu-
dents less, while tasks which had a practical or creative output, shared 
through presentations both while in progress and as a summative event, 
seemed more likely to result in more in-depth, personally meaningful 
learning and speaking, enhancing students’ confidence to communicate 
in English. Participant C admitted he usually prefers to absorb informa-
tion and to speak only when he is ‘definitely sure that [his answer] is 
right’ [interview C.3]. When prompted in the interview, he described 
the following situation when he had confidently facilitated a group 
project which involved bringing together creative ideas and theoretical 
insights contributed by his peers.
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C:   �I can remember the second project this year we had to design a chair 
and the concept was about the cultural stuff how different cultures sit 
so I came up with the idea and everyone started designing and draw-
ing the form of the chair so yeah the concept and the idea came from 
me but everyone else cooperated with it

R:   �how did you explain the concept to everybody else
C:   �well it was easy because in that project we had like four or five stu-

dents I can’t remember but the students were from different places 
so like it was easy for me to explain to the groupmates because I’ve 
just like I told them to like research about the history of how people 
sit and their culture and then we gathered all the information and 
then started designing

R:   �so how did you manage to merge all those different
C:   �it came through the process of the design like the creativity of the 

design because all of us agreed about the people sat on the floor 
before the chair so we had that concept of designing a chair that peo-
ple would sit on not normally like we are sitting now but like sit-
ting on the floor but on a platform so we had that idea but then the 
creativity of the form and the function was about and through the 
process of the design

R:   �ah so in the end you came up with a platform
C:   �yeah we came up with a platform that has a table next to it and it was 

a good project I think
R:   �what made it good
C:   �the concepts as the tutor reflected on it the concept of it was a strong 

concept [interview C.3]

Such validation when sharing creative ideas in more or less formal learn-
ing and teaching situations was important for AcLitT participants as it 
gave them additional impetus to participate in conversations. These 
conversations, more than an opportunity to practise using English to 
develop their language knowledge, were settings in which AcLitT partici-
pants could use their language knowledge to showcase and consolidate 
emerging professional identities:

um well I think it was about the group project the trend forecasting eve-
ryone did some research about technology so um we had like a lot of pic-
tures and everything and kind of had to choose the key words and the 
key concept and what we want to say about it for this project we kind of 
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creating our own trend and we have to sell it really well because we have 
to explain why people would start wearing that or wearing the colours we 
chose or things like that and um I came up with some key words from 
our images and we had those images and I chose the words addiction and 
manipulated by technology and be enslaved exposed and there is some-
thing more I guess wired wired because it was like a picture of a girl all 
tied up with USB wires like technology was like kidnapping her something 
like that and the tutors really liked the words I chose and they thought 
they kind of express really well the idea of being addicted to technology 
and everything happens nowadays and that’s it [interview E.3]

The keywords that Participant E chose were highly effective because they 
conveyed the idea of technology addiction and people’s relationships 
with the media in a precise, succinct way.

Group projects functioned as contexts in which constructive inter-
action took place in preparation for a specified output or outcome. 
This extended into presentation settings, with spontaneous supportive 
peer mediation from the wider group helping to lift individual student 
performance:

it was about the about my design like I had no interior walls in it so I 
wanted my design to be an exhibition the building itself as an interior exhi-
bition and the site the landscape and the natural things surrounding it like 
an exterior exhibition so […] the idea was to blend the interior with the 
exterior the tutors didn’t understand at the beginning but some of the stu-
dents in the audience understood it and they explained it to them [inter-
view C.3]

Readiness or ability to fully benefit from group work depended on a 
number of considerations. Participant E openly admitted disliking group 
projects in high school but changing her views at university, when she 
experienced group work with colleagues who had a similarly high level 
of interest in the work. Participant G was a couple of years older than 
her home student peers on the course and, in comparison with them, 
had more experience of travelling (as well as working) in a number of 
European countries. Some of her home student peers had rather differ-
ent attitudes towards university:

I noticed in England there’s a lot of this idea that going to university 
means party every night and freedom and you’re not at home anymore 
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rather than I’m going to study to learn something that I’m passionate 
about which surprised me a bit I mean I guess I had heard of it on like 
forums there’s this student room basically that but I guess it wasn’t this 
is a bit more than I expected so sometimes I found maybe it’s not so easy 
to not like make friends but socialisation takes place a lot around clubbing 
and partying which I’m not into so that’s a bit it’s different in the way 
we do things back at home and [another country she had experience of] 
[interview G.1]

Academic assignments helped find further common ground. Coursework 
for the majority of AcLitT participants consisted of independent research 
projects completed in groups, which facilitated interaction around academic 
matters and, as Participant G noted, ‘it’s natural that you end up talking 
about not only with your group but maybe with other groups on how are 
you doing this how are you getting on with that so yeah both it’s a big part 
of the whole experience’ [interview G.1].

Quality assurance and enhancement processes offered an additional 
context for language use. Participant G had volunteered to be a course 
representative, which gave her the opportunity to experience an interac-
tion style and setting to which she had not been exposed prior to this:

I’m a pretty outspoken person so I’m also for example presentations I 
don’t really mind and all the students dread presentations and we had our 
fourth presentation already today and was people like oh my god I can’t 
do presentation and I was oh that’s OK I’ll do it so even when we were 
sat we were sitting they were like representatives from the other years and 
obviously the lecturers and the staff I was the one yesterday was pretty 
informal getting to know how we do things and the one next Wednesday is 
going to be minuted and it was good fine it was fairly again informal so we 
sort of brough the feedback that we had been getting from other course 
mates and the lecturers were all really friendly so something that I like I 
guess on one hand I’ve had it all but like is how informally you address 
your teachers in England I had it both in sixth form and even here it’s very 
odd to me cause in Italy again I can say for Austria too because of my boy-
friend you would never call them by their first name first of all they’re not 
like friends they’re you know professor sort of professor surname whatever 
so it’s not like it wasn’t scary or daunting to talk […] figure of they’re 
easy to talk and I do speak my mind in seminars and lecturers too if they 
ask I answer and all other people are scared especially in first year I think 
they don’t want to say anything but yeah I don’t mind so I’ll say what I’m 
thinking [interview G.1]



72   L. BLAJ-WARD

4.4  O  livia

Olivia’s experience with spoken English while an undergraduate 
exchange student in the UK resonated with that of both AcLitT and 
3LU participants and helped highlight some key aspects that language 
proficiency studies overlook: managing the emotional aspects of language 
use and engaging in reflection about one’s development as a language 
user. At the beginning of her one-year stay, as recounted in Chap. 2, 
Olivia almost left the room during a social lunch organised to give the 
students the opportunity to meet their peers and design tutors. During 
the initial stage, Olivia felt reassured by the presence of a co-national, 
also an exchange student on the same course, who had prior experience 
of studying in an English-speaking country (Canada). However, oppor-
tunities for interaction with others were limited: ‘I don’t have many 
friends here because the first project was in a group of three people so I 
was with my Brazilian friend and another English friend’ [interview O.1]. 
In more practical encounters, such as when buying art supplies for her 
project from the university shop, Olivia resourcefully relied on mobile 
technology: ‘if sometimes just by speaking they don’t understand me I 
usually just go to Google and then I search for it maybe the translation 
or the image so that I can show them’ [interview O.1]. Contact with 
what she called ‘real language’ (as opposed to input from recordings by 
trained actors made specifically for language learning materials) offered 
Olivia reassurance: ‘It makes the student feel better when he notices 
it’s not a problem to have an accent.’ [Olivia written piece 1]. She aptly 
noted ‘I do not need to have the most perfect English; I just need to 
make myself understandable.’ [Olivia written piece 1].

Olivia’s circle of interlocutors gradually increased: in an interview con-
ducted approximately halfway through her exchange programme, she 
noted that ‘now the tutorial groups have changed so I have now I think 
five different people who I’m speaking with sometimes’ [interview O.2]. 
Olivia felt increasingly more comfortable sharing creative ideas in tuto-
rials, such as using fragments of plates in the shape of vinyl records to 
visually represent feelings of anger within a fictional character passionate 
about music. In Olivia’s tutorial group, a student showed sketches of a 
design idea involving a children’s product, and Olivia made a construc-
tive suggestion about using round shapes consistently to convey the idea 
of ‘embraceness’ (i.e. comforting hugs, feeling safe and protected).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_2
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The range of settings in which she used English also became wider: 
Olivia signed up for a volunteering project, which involved tutoring a 
non-native speaker high school student English poetry: ‘he just asked me 
with some help with poetry which was like OK because I’ve never read 
poems in English and so it was quite a challenge’ [interview O.2]. One 
of the poems Olivia chose was The Falling Leaves by Margaret Postgate 
Cole, the title a metaphor for lives lost in the First World War. Olivia felt 
that this experience had a positive impact on her design as she was prac-
tising ‘think[ing] beyond what’s written’ [interview O.2] and explor-
ing ways in which meaning was communicated figuratively. Olivia also 
attended Italian classes:

since I’m learning another language taught in both English and Italian, and 
I need to talk to the other students in English, it’s been a good opportunity 
to fill some gaps in my daily [English] vocabulary […]. It’s good to look 
for the meaning of a word in its own language, not in yours, because it 
makes you start thinking in the language you’re learning, and it’s essential 
for speaking – it has to be fluid and spontaneous. [Olivia written piece 6]

Fluidity and spontaneity characterised Olivia’s experience at a non-aca-
demic event organised by her university:

For instance, something that happened to me this week made me feel 
proud of my English skills. I went to a well-being session, and there was 
a point in which I was speaking about something that’s making me deeply 
angry. And I had no problem with speaking anything about it, the words 
just came to me naturally, even though I was in a state of full anger. [Olivia 
written piece 7]

Towards the end of the exchange programme, Olivia was confident that 
her fluency had improved: ‘I used to think about a sentence I’d like to 
say I had to think about it like three times to reorder to see if it would 
make sense and now I feel more comfortable to just say it like straight 
away without thinking too much’ [interview O.3]. While contact time 
within her academic schedule had not increased, Olivia was able to 
offer more examples of contributions she had made in tutorials, feeding 
back, among other things, on how the typography in her peers’ work 
reflected the abstract concept that underpinned it. Her comments met 
with appreciation, not only from the peer to whose work the comments 
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were related but also from the tutor: ‘the tutor was quite happy and 
like because my actual tutor was not there that day and I said can I join 
this tutorial just today and he said oh that’s great you should come here 
more often’ [interview O.3]. This was particularly valuable to Olivia 
because the tutor whose group she joined on that day was someone with 
a reputation for having high standards and making honest and straight-
forward, occasionally ‘not very kind’ comments.

In addition to work which was summatively assessed on the course, 
Olivia had the opportunity to participate in live briefs, presenting 
her designs to an audience drawn from professional agencies in the 
design field. The live brief involved an interim crit, followed a cou-
ple of weeks later by a presentation. One of the criteria for the pres-
entation was ‘that you have passion for what you do and that you 
enjoy the project’ [interview O.3] and Olivia successfully conveyed 
this. While she was explaining the thinking behind her work, Olivia 
felt self-conscious about the language: every time she ‘tripped on 
some words’ [interview O.3], someone in the audience was making 
notes, and Olivia worried that her accuracy was being evaluated, which 
made her uncomfortable and meant that her performance was some-
what negatively affected. She described her experience as follows: ‘We 
don’t usually write too much text on the boards we prefer to let the 
image talk for itself so I was like I remember what I had to say but it 
was more about building up the sentence and like my voice trembling 
and this factor like being nervous a bit.’ [interview O.3]. In the inter-
view, Olivia reflected that language-wise she was perhaps in a comfort 
zone, using the language she already knew to discuss her work rather 
than building more formal words such as exceptionally and nevertheless 
into her spoken output and actively looking for more complex ways of 
expressing ideas.

In her end-of-year reflective portfolio, Olivia wrote: ‘However, as for 
my fluency on presentations, I believe that I could have written down 
some expressions and words British students said when presenting their 
projects, to enrich my vocabulary.’ While she was quite self-critical about 
her performance in the live brief presentation towards the end of the 
year, Olivia drew strength from the feedback she was given (‘I was told 
later that I went quite close on being one of the top three students, and 
just by knowing that and by getting a 5 out of 5 in all of the assessing 
criteria, it made it worthy’ [Olivia reflective portfolio]).
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4.5  R  eflection: Meaningful Interaction  
Across the EMI Campus

Research into academic discourse socialisation has predominantly focused 
on writing, with spoken interaction receiving less attention, possibly 
due to the link between writing and summative assessment at univer-
sity. Spoken academic discourse, however, as Duff (2010) points out, 
‘is normally much more spontaneous and public than written discourse’ 
(p. 177), though less likely to entail ‘explicit and appropriate scaffold-
ing, modelling and feedback to support students’ performance’ (p. 181). 
Placed alongside reports that study abroad leads to greater fluency than 
accuracy, Duff’s statement underpinned the choice to dedicate, in this 
volume, a chapter to experiences of speaking rather than writing English 
on the EMI campus and during EMI journeys.

With reference to parallel-language settings in which tuition takes 
place both in English and in the local language (though the point 
is equally applicable to non-native speakers studying in an English-
speaking country), Pecorari et al. (2011) note that EMI is a ‘potentially 
[my emphasis] fertile ground for incidental language acquisition, in that 
exposure to the second language (L2) arises during authentic commu-
nicative events which are likely to promote a relatively high degree of 
motivation and attention in learners.’ (p. 57). Looking holistically at 
individual students’ language development, exposure to language in vari-
ous print and oral environments and opportunities to notice language 
need to be complemented by recurring opportunities for purposeful oral 
interaction. The interviews which underpin this volume help flesh out 
the range of ways in which potentially plays out in practice. Research par-
ticipants at various stages in an academic journey recounted their experi-
ences with spoken English in an EMI setting.

The projects did not look at spoken experiences quantitatively. They 
sought to uncover research participants’ perceptions of the extent to 
which their EMI journeys enabled their development as competent speak-
ers of the Englishes that would support them further in their professional 
careers. They unpacked the aspects which, from the interviewees’ point 
of view, facilitated or enhanced their participation in meaningful conver-
sations. Positive experiences were underpinned by careful course design 
incorporating activities and resources relying on group work;  changing 
assignment group membership during an academic year; effective seminar 
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facilitation and lecturers sensitive to ELF speaker needs. Background 
knowledge on topics studied gave students the confidence to engage in 
interaction. Persistent and proactive students made effective use of lan-
guage development brokers within their on-campus and off-campus 
networks (Blaj-Ward 2017) and deployed strategies to compensate for a 
lack of opportunities to interact in English. Input and feedback on per-
formance, received not in artificial language instruction contexts but in 
live, authentic ones helped participants broaden and consolidate their 
knowledge of English not as an object of but as a medium for learning 
and meaningful communication.

The vignette in Chap. 1 illustrated a scenario in which uptake of 
opportunities to engage in spoken interaction in a mobile transnational-
ism setting was constrained due to factors related to the individual par-
ticipants in that scenario, to do with affective attitudinal response and 
lower levels of linguistic competence. Existing literature contains a num-
ber of accounts of learners who will avoid settings that are not familiar 
enough to allow predicting the language required (Kinginger 2009). 
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, higher levels of linguis-
tic competence do not necessarily pre-empt silence either. Elliott and 
Reynolds (2014) draw on their experience of working with interna-
tional student groups on a postgraduate HRM course and on reflective 
accounts written by students on that course to shed some useful light on 
(among other things) group work in such settings. Informed by Griffiths 
et al. (2005) construct of ‘learning shock’ as well as by insights from 
systematic reviews of group work research that neither fully validate nor 
provide sufficient evidence for removing participative pedagogies from 
higher education teaching practice, Elliott and Reynolds’s article puts 
forward a particularly telling example of silence in group work, from a 
student, Lucy, whose English Elliott and Reynolds label as flawless. Lucy 
found group work problematic. One of her journal entries, Elliott and 
Reynolds (2014) note ‘graphically describes the experience of becom-
ing anxious and marginal within the group activities which she was aware 
others might superficially interpret as unwillingness to join in’ (p. 315):

I was amazed and shocked with what was expected of us with no content, 
no structure…. However groupwork was proved to be even more stress-
ful…my silence upset my groupmates, for whom I was helpless, the only 
thing I could do was quietly prepare what was requested – drawing post-
ers, doing the photocopying, doing my part in the role-play, and pretend 
that nothing happened. (Elliott and Reynolds 2014, p. 315)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_1
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The vignette in Chap. 1 and the example of Lucy in Elliott and Reynolds 
(2014) are telling reminders of the need to approach language in EMI 
from a sociocultural point of view rather than a cognitive, proficiency-
oriented one.

Commenting on further research needed into language development 
in study abroad, Kinginger (2009, p. 150) emphasises that

‘Studies of informal contact with expert speakers in study abroad are of 
key importance, since it is language development outside the confines of 
classroom discourse and of institutional constraint in general that study 
abroad is assumed, above all, to promote’. The formal/informal distinc-
tion and the label ‘expert speakers’ need to be reinterpreted for study 
abroad or at home through the medium of English as a foreign language. 
As in EMI, language is the medium rather than object of learning, what 
counts as informal (i.e. non-instructed) language learning takes place both 
inside and outside classrooms. Expert speakers do not necessarily have a 
high proficiency level in English as objectively measured. The level of 
expertise is evaluated on the basis of ability to speak knowledgeably about 
a subject and to communicate effectively in ELF settings. To take research 
into ‘contact with expert speakers’ forward, a focus on speaker viewpoints 
could be complemented by closer attention to the actual language used, 
as in two studies by Basturkmen and Shackleford (2015), and Dippold 
(2015), respectively.

Basturkmen and Shackleford (2015) explore a telling example of 
incidental learning (i.e. in teaching and learning events whose focus is 
on subject matter rather than on language meaning and form). They 
found—through a small case study of first-year lectures in a New 
Zealand-based accounting course—that language-related episodes were 
initiated both by subject lecturers and by students and that these epi-
sodes generally addressed lexis which supported students’ developing 
understanding of the knowledge base in the accounting field. Subject 
lecturers both introduced complex terminology and provided feedback 
on students’ contributions to the discussion, ‘modelling and demon-
strating conventional articulation of ideas in the register of accounting’ 
(2015, p. 94). Basturkmen and Shackleford worked from transcripts 
of interaction to identify functions of particular turns and turn clus-
ters. Dippold (2015) combined discussion of reported experience with 
analysis of interlanguage pragmatics in the internationalised classroom. 
The strength of these two studies is that discussion of language use is 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_1
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contextualised within higher education research literature, which adds 
weight and relevance to conclusions drawn. The present volume argues 
in favour of further studies along these lines, taking account of Tran and 
Pham’s (2016) view that English is a medium through which more and 
less expert users relate to each other meaningfully, rather than ‘merely a 
competency that they aspire to acquire’ (p. 577).
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Abstract  Reading at university underpins work that students submit 
for assessment and scaffolds language development through exposure to 
appropriate ways of conceptualising and communicating about practices 
in the students’ chosen fields. This chapter highlights the variety of sum-
matively assessed courseworks, which impacts on the range of readings 
needed to underpin them. It summarises EAP wisdom on reading and 
provides accounts of experiences of reading by participants in the AcLitT 
and 3LU projects. It connects published and primary data to draw out 
implications for practice and further research: university reading extends 
beyond standard academic texts, social interactivity needs to be designed 
more overtly into reading activities, and prior experiences of reading 
do not necessarily translate into effective reading at university without 
appropriate guidance.

Keywords  Reading at university · Critical EAP pedagogy   
EAP textbooks · Evaluating sources · Extensive reading · Multimodality

5.1    Academic Practices and Contexts of  
Language Use at University

Core elements in standard definitions of EAP are aptly subsumed in the 
following paragraph from Duff (2010) on academic discourse:

CHAPTER 5

Reading Practices in Academic Settings
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Academic discourse (or academic language, academic literacies) refers to 
forms of oral and written language and communication—genres, registers, 
graphics, linguistic structures, interactional patterns—that are privileged, 
expected, cultivated, conventionalized, or ritualized, and, therefore, usu-
ally evaluated by instructors, institutions, editors, and others in educa-
tional and professional contexts. (Professional discourse is subsumed here 
under the cover term of academic discourse because generally professional 
socialization has a strong academic component prior to or concurrent with 
internships and other field experience in the professions and because aca-
demia itself is a professional site.) (p. 175)

The academic practices through which students engage with academic 
discourse have over time developed to approximate more closely prac-
tices encountered in global professional contexts outside academia. 
Different courses and subjects are differently placed on the continuum 
of academic formality. Against this backdrop, standard definitions of EAP 
need to be modified, to capture more fully the richness of discourses 
that converge in EMI. The present chapter focuses on reading as a form 
of input for language development, from the viewpoint not of discrete 
lexical items to be accumulated, but of engaging with a range of texts 
and deriving from these the necessary discursive knowledge that sup-
ports effective interaction on and beyond the EMI campus. Discussion of 
reading is prefaced, in the opening section, by an overview of academic 
practices and (summatively assessed) contexts of language use into which 
reading at university is expected to feed.

For the participants in the research projects which underpin this vol-
ume, exposure to English language and opportunities to use it on the 
course took place in and around a variety of formally scheduled learning 
and teaching events. The students attended lectures and seminars, pro-
ject briefings carried out by tutors (or ‘business meetings’ as labelled on 
some courses), individual and group tutorials. They presented—or were 
the audience for presentations of—design work-in-progress, both dur-
ing regular sessions and at project reviews (‘crits’). Other teaching and 
learning events included studio practice, film screenings, guest talks, mini 
conferences and/or research trips. Formative feedback was foregrounded 
in course and module guides as an important component of the learning 
process and was delivered throughout the year.

The learning and teaching processes were punctuated with summa-
tive assessment points, more high-stakes contexts of language use. More 
traditional assessment tools (e.g., academic essays on self-selected or set 
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questions, dissertation proposals or tests on lecture content) were used 
on some research participants’ courses, but the majority of work that 
the students were required to produce consisted of professionally laid 
out text and imagery documenting a research process for and the devel-
opment of a creative idea, contextualising this both within the relevant 
industry and more broadly within the cultural, historical and creative 
landscape. This was often accompanied by the requirement to put for-
ward a strategy for idea implementation in a professional context. Some 
assessments mirrored closely professional genres in the relevant industry 
(e.g., client or consumer profiles), others were pedagogical tools help-
ing students reflect on their learning experience (e.g., lecture diary or 
personal development file). Work was produced in a variety of platforms 
and all courses used a range of assessment types—oral, written, group, 
individual, with or without an audience of peers.

Competence in English was assessed alongside competence in visual 
language. Using words and imagery, students were required to map their 
learning journeys, document research, provide rationales for choices 
made, persuasively put forward a case for implementing a design idea, 
construct an essay-length coherent discussion of a topic, critique work, 
place work within the relevant industry context as well as giving it a 
wider cultural, historical and theoretical contextualisation.

More specifically, between them, research participants in the 3LU and 
AcLitT projects and the case study protagonist, Olivia, were required 
to complete the following courseworks for the purposes of summative 
assessment: individual and group projects involving design exploration, 
research and presentation; short essays of around 1000 words, e-test, 
blog; portfolio of design work; drawings and diagrams accompanied 
by a list of changes made during the brief timeline; client profiles; an 
individual and critical discussion (300–500 words) supported by the 
introductory lectures and most importantly by the recommended bibli-
ography; Technology Diary of all lectures, seminars and visits (lecture/
visit notes); tutor written briefs, live, negotiated and competition briefs 
in a variety of platforms; personal development file; longer essays and 
reports on self-selected or set questions; half-year and end-of-year tests 
on lecture content, practical criticism; seminar presentations, dissertation 
proposals; projects ranging between one day and several weeks; reports 
of research conducted for a design project; debate portfolios produced 
in groups; blogs, reflective journals, brand/retail promotion and visual 
analysis reports proposing a new trend and contextualising this within 
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the fashion industry, the wider cultural and artistic context and the 
report author’s development journey; brand promotion plans accompa-
nied by a range of documents mapping the research and development 
journey; sketchbook; consumer profile, mood board, sketchbook; arte-
facts accompanying items to be promoted; an analysis of how brands 
build narratives around one specific item, place the item within a broader 
creative context, or re-appropriate it and place it into a different pro-
motional context (including text and imagery); sources of inspiration, 
rationales; visual product.

5.2  E  AP Perspectives on Reading

To offer a backdrop against which conclusions can be drawn about how 
scaffolding reading in EMI can be effectively achieved to facilitate integra-
tion of insights from a very broad range of reading which challenges tra-
ditional academic classifications into the range of assignments highlighted 
in the previous section, it is useful to look at existing EAP wisdom as 
reflected in published pedagogic guidance and large circulation textbooks 
as well as research insights into how reading competencies are developed.

The complexity of reading from an EAP viewpoint is aptly highlighted 
in Alexander, Argent and Spencer (2008). Combining a focused survey 
of literature on reading development with practitioner insight, Alexander 
et al. draw attention to the impact that reading speed (not always dealt 
with appropriately in an EFL setting) has on students’ ability to tackle 
academic material, its overtly signalled intertextuality and ‘situated[ness] 
within the social practices and power hierarchy of the academic and pro-
fessional community’ (p. 122). As students gradually progress through 
the various stages of an academic course, they are exposed to broader 
ranges of textual genres and deploy a wider range of approaches with 
decreasing levels of guidance. They become astute at evaluating writer 
purpose while at the same time clearly establishing their own purpose 
as readers and having the confidence to read a text in a non-linear way. 
They command an ‘inner voice for the rhythms and divisions of English 
sentences’ (p. 142) which helps them negotiate textual meaning. While 
in a general EFL context, students would skim a text for the topic, in 
an academic study context skimming is reserved for establishing the 
relevance of a text to a task, where background knowledge is already 
accessible to a student. As locating appropriate material is increasingly 
facilitated by more and more comprehensive online databases with 
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sophisticated search functions, source credibility has already been estab-
lished and evidence to construct a particular line of argument is more 
readily available.

A detailed list of specific competencies required for academic read-
ing at postgraduate level is available in Brewer et al.’s (2013) Can Do 
Framework. The framework covers four key areas, namely academic 
context (to do with the specific nature of academic reading practices 
as opposed to reading for a variety of other purposes), academic dis-
course (the language features and discursive organisation of academic 
texts), discipline-related skills (to do with knowledge-making prac-
tices in specific subject areas) and practical skills for reading that stu-
dents are expected to mobilise on a postgraduate degree. The academic 
context category subsumes ability to navigate reading lists in terms of 
relevance and text type, the necessity to align text type with reading 
purpose and reading approach, and in-depth, below-the-surface pro-
cessing of textual information and meaning, linking this to prior knowl-
edge and selecting ideas in preparation for linked course assignments. 
The academic discourse category relates to capitalising on knowledge 
about the textual organisation and on linguistic resources to tease out 
the threads of meaning contained within or prompted by texts. The 
competencies also mention disciplinary specificity and managing read-
ing load, respectively. The latter reflects the greater emphasis posed 
at postgraduate level on independent sourcing of appropriate read-
ing material. The framework is a useful point of departure for syllabus 
design. What it does not purport to do is to provide a detailed break-
down of strategies that students should be able to deploy; the wording 
of the competencies is necessarily quite general. Tasks that support the 
development of competencies are however included. A complementary 
framework, Pearson Education’s (2016) Global Scale of English, maps 
reading-related ‘Can Do’ statements onto a scale aimed at ‘provid[ing] 
a detailed picture of language performance at different levels of pro-
ficiency and for individual skills’ (p. 5), to enable EAP practitioners, 
assessors and course developers to respond supportively to students’ 
needs. Actual examples of syllabi aimed at developing reading compe-
tencies are available in the public domain in a small number of com-
mercial EAP textbooks. The reading skills strand in two integrated skills 
EAP textbooks are reviewed below.

Unlike a general English language textbook, EAP now!  (Cox and Hill 
2011) ends with a list of references and an index, similar to a standard 
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academic text. The material is drawn from a number of sources that stu-
dents would encounter on campus, both within and outside formally 
scheduled learning and teaching events: a policy document about pre-
venting discrimination and harassment on campus; a module overview; 
undergraduate textbook excerpts; slightly adapted ‘authentic’ university 
essays (accompanied or not by essay question and references); newspa-
per articles; lecture scripts; as well as a small number of decontextualized 
(i.e., stripped of source information or critical apparatus) pieces of text 
supporting, for example, activities focused on distinguishing between 
fact and opinion. The activities built around the source texts ask stu-
dents to engage with these texts separately, as discrete entities. There is 
no requirement to compare texts, read around the topic or synthesise 
ideas from various sources, to build a knowledge base, as would be the 
case outside a language classroom. Due to inherent limitations of a com-
mercial (EAP) textbook, the combination of skills and strategies that are 
highlighted and practised help students tackle texts not longer than two 
to three pages on average. Students look at texts globally and familiarise 
themselves with the sequencing of stages in the material they are likely to 
encounter in connection with an academic course, the purposes of dif-
ferent text types, but also the surface features that distinguish academic 
sources from non-academic ones. They practise reading with the grain 
(skimming for topic, gist and main ideas, scanning for specific informa-
tion, distinguishing whether a set of given claims are true or false, look-
ing for language clues); reading against the grain by approaching a text 
from different points of view; and using texts (e.g., policy documents) to 
make and support judgements related to taking practical action.

While placing emphasis on the same skills and strategies as EAP now!, 
Hewings and McCarthy (2012) base some of their activities on a com-
bination of paragraphs from different academic sources (university text-
books, book-length studies, journal articles), inviting students to select 
relevant information and make notes in preparation for other tasks. The 
source for the excerpts is clearly indicated and most excerpts (though 
not all) have in-text references. There appears to be more emphasis on 
raising awareness of language clues than on using sections and stages in 
texts to locate relevant information. In contrast to EAP now! , Hewings 
and McCarthy’s textbook does not include readings about policy and 
procedure or course documents in addition to academic content ones. 
While both textbooks would provide appropriate exposure to academic 
register, as Miller (2011) notes is not necessarily the case for other 
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commercially available textbooks, they scaffold students’ engagement 
with reading on university courses to a certain point beyond which fur-
ther bridging is required to help students progress from individually 
tackling texts to socially reading their way into their chosen globally ori-
ented professions.

The extent to which the pedagogic know-how translates into peda-
gogic practice and a positive student experience inevitably varies. 
Undertaking university study is sometimes phrased as ‘reading for a 
degree’—an apt description which clearly highlights a central aspect of 
that experience, and one that reportedly a sizeable proportion of stu-
dents who speak English as a foreign language are likely to find difficult 
when transitioning from EFL to EMI because of lack of adequate prepa-
ration. Pre-sessional and other preparatory courses that help students 
transition into English-medium higher education go some way towards 
addressing this. However, these are not available or accessible to all EMI 
entrants, and awareness of the prior experience of reading in English 
helps further contextualise the ‘Can Do’ statements with a view to offer-
ing all students appropriate support. In the context of a piece of research 
focusing on activity systems theory, Liu (2015) draws attention to the 
prior shared experience, among Chinese students studying for a post-
graduate degree in the UK, of reading in English primarily to prepare 
for university language tests in their home country. This experience is 
shaped by the university language test (CET-4) construct, which projects 
a view of reading as the means to find correct answers in a text. Students 
are exposed to short texts which have been pedagogically processed and 
are accompanied by set comprehension questions, often in a multiple-
choice format. Practising reading in preparation for a test often involves 
learning shortcuts and strategies to identify answers, without necessar-
ily achieving full-text comprehension. By contrast, studying a univer-
sity subject through the medium of English, especially but not only at 
postgraduate level, places emphasis on students formulating their own 
questions for texts, building on prior knowledge of the subject, looking 
not only for information but also for viewpoints and ways of support-
ing, nuancing or refuting arguments, and reading feeds into writing or 
other forms of communicating ideas either immediately or in the longer 
term. A UK university lecturer interviewed for Liu’s research helpfully 
acknowledged that course design should pay explicit attention to stu-
dents’ need to develop a wider range of reading strategies than those 
they may be accustomed to from English language classes.
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An insightful overview of the kinds of texts that students from main-
land China, who make up a substantial proportion of international stu-
dents in English-speaking countries, have experience of reading in 
English is available in Renandya et al. (2015). Within a policy context 
which singles out reading as the only compulsory course for undergrad-
uate students across the Chinese higher education sector, the authors 
surveyed sample units from eight extensive reading [ER]  coursebooks. 
Publisher or editor status were a key factor in selecting coursebooks 
for analysis because ‘such coursebooks are likely to have a larger mar-
ket share and, consequently, may exert a greater influence on how ER is 
implemented in Chinese universities’ (p. 258). Principled analysis carried 
out on sample units revealed that the readability of a substantial propor-
tion of texts in these textbooks was set ‘at the students’ frustration level’ 
(p. 262) due to their syntactic complexity and low-frequency vocabulary 
and that the texts contained many low-frequency lexical items unlikely to 
be known to students at that level, considerably slowing down their jour-
ney throughout the text. They found that the activities accompanying 
these texts most frequently focused on detail and on retrieving (factual) 
information in response to multiple-choice comprehension questions 
rather than aiming to ‘engage students to meaningfully explore the con-
tents of the reading passages’ (p. 265), especially at the post-reading 
stage, thus depriving them of the kind of deliberate attention that facili-
tates skills acquisition.

Kuzborska’s (2015) description of her research participants as

‘coming to the graduate programme with a strong background in writing 
and reading which valued accuracy, correct answers and personal opinions 
rather than evidence-based arguments, thoughtful interpretation, and rea-
soned exploration’  (2015, p. 152) points not only to the tension between 
EFL and EAP reading discussed above but also to the tendency of some 
EAP courses to take skills and strategies out of context and to remain at 
the surface level of the text rather than facilitate readers’ growing participa-
tion in academic and professional debates within their chosen subject area. 
Kuzborska’s key contribution to research into EMI readers’ experiences is 
her emphasis on reading as a situated and social interactive activity, some-
thing that EAP practice needs to build a greater understanding of.

The following section explores actual experiences of reading in 
EMI settings reported by participants in the research which under-
pins this volume, in order to help ground EAP approaches to reading 
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development into needs analyses that place the student at the centre, 
complementing those that have a text and target situation focus. Two 
main aspects are unpacked through juxtaposing research participants’ 
views. Firstly, undergraduate students’ conceptualisation of ‘academic’ 
texts, indicative of the (in)congruence between EAP textbook views on 
academic reading and actual reading practices on university courses with 
a creative or professional orientation, and the extent to which the same 
students’ recounted reading experiences reveal a ‘social interaction’ ori-
entation towards reading, integrating it into participation in communi-
ties of practice. Secondly, the range of experiences of prior reading in 
English brought to bear on student participation in postgraduate EMI 
courses, to highlight the importance of appropriate scaffolding.

5.3  E  xperiences of Reading in EMI

5.3.1    What Is an Academic Text? (AcLitT)

University courses delivered through the medium of English may 
expose students to types of text and ways of reading they may not be 
familiar with or may not have had enough opportunity to practise. 
Understanding the nature of a text is crucial to selecting the right 
approach to reading it and thus being able to use the material in rel-
evant, meaningful ways. Selecting appropriate sources as a first step in 
assessing the reliability of information is vital for independent research 
valued at undergraduate and postgraduate levels and EAP provision 
includes elaborate criteria to help students judge the suitability of a text. 
For the first-year students participating in the AcLitT research which 
underpins this volume, however, knowledge of these criteria was neither 
fully developed nor necessarily a priority. Participant A noted that the 
main difference between her academic reading and her everyday reading 
was that texts in the former category were ‘more specialised in a certain 
area’ and had ‘a lot of words which apply to that area only’, ‘honestly 
I’m not too sure about that’ [interview A.2]. Participant B, coming via a 
foundation course route to university study, also equated academic read-
ing to the recommended reading list on the course.

R:   �if people say to you academic texts what comes to your mind instantly
A:   �published books
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R:   �what’s the difference between a normal published book and an aca-
demic published book

A:   �I don’t really know I think it depends cause they already categorise it 
in the bookshop so actually you can tell so you can actually go ask the 
staff like where can I get this book and stuff and the other thing is 
we’ve got a list recommended book list just get that book and check 
it and most of books in the library I can [interview B.2]

He articulated the features that distinguish academic texts from non-aca-
demic ones as follows:

R:   �so if the book wasn’t in the library or on your reading listReading list 
/required reading would you know it’s academic

B:   �I think fashion if for myself fashion course so it’s quite hard to tell 
still but I mean like some of them you can still tell because they the 
way not advertise but the way they illustrate the book the words they 
use and some of them don’t really have the index don’t have the ref-
erences and stuff at the back of the book so those kind of books like 
texts not academic ones so yeah I think that’s it I’m not sure about 
the others actually because why I just normally read books from 
library [interview B.2]

Participant D, on a different course geared towards professional rather 
than creative practice, noted that in her case ‘it’s not as much books any-
more actually it’s mostly academic papers’, which she locates through 
direct links in her course online learning rooms or through searching 
the recommended online databases. These examples are typical of com-
ments made by other interviewees and signal that knowledge about the 
specialised conventions and expectations of academic discourse may need 
to be facilitated differently in the first year of an undergraduate academic 
degree with a strong practice orientation than is proposed in commer-
cially available EAP textbooks.

When choosing material to read for his course, Participant B’s reason-
ing was as follows: ‘it depends on how useful that is to me instead of if 
they are academic or not’ [interview B.2]. Participant E’s interpretation 
of the difference between academic and non-academic was based on con-
tent: in the context of reading she had to do for her course, the former 
are texts which help her ‘understand things and develop ideas’ [interview 
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E.2] whereas the latter, also important on her course, are ‘a good source 
of information to do things’ [interview E.2].

On Participant G’s course, broader reading was encouraged than just 
standard academic texts, which arguably accounted for her readiness to 
engage with reading. Her degree was closely linked to a professional 
field. She noted earlier in the project that she had chosen to study in 
the UK particularly because of the professional orientation of the degree 
(reputable university courses in her country align with more traditional 
academic disciplines). The professional orientation of the course meant 
that lecturers encouraged students to immerse themselves in the most 
current professional debates rather than in a body of discipline-specific 
wisdom accumulated over time. While Participant G did receive a ‘pretty 
extended [recommended] reading list’, the list did not include tradi-
tional types of the textbook, by which she meant ones that had been 
written specifically for university students, rather than ‘books that like 
really anybody would want to read they weren’t published for us’. What 
differentiates academic books from general everyday books according to 
Participant G are the ‘highly specific’ content, extensive bibliography and 
author credentials.

Participants did not fully and explicitly articulate the different reading 
strategies they were using or the differences in register or textual organi-
sation between the reading they were expected to do for the university 
degree, the reading they had experienced in English language classrooms 
and the reading they had themselves chosen to do for a variety of pur-
poses related or not to the course. Participant F offered a candid account 
of her reading habits, which revealed much about her preferences and 
pointed towards the lack of effectiveness of course reading lists as peda-
gogic tools when not integrated into a social interactive approach scaf-
folding students’ engagement with texts and helping them explore the 
texts’ meaning and relevance.

F:   �I’m ashamed to say I don’t read too much but I when I do I read 
mainly articles online that I find either in like news articles or if my 
social network shares something on facebook or linked in or some-
thing um so I normally read on my phone and in the morning um but 
for school we don’t have to read too much I tried to read one of the 
books on the essential reading list it was almost impossible

R:   �why
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F:   �so boring and it was trying to sum up what design is in a trillion sec-
tions each section was relatively short but didn’t say anything and I 
read like the first half of it and I just gave up because I doesn’t say 
anything new it was just very boring

R:   �what would have made it more interesting
F:   �well I bought this other book a few weeks ago about urban sketching 

do you know what urban sketching is
R:   �not really
F:   �if you just go sit on the [pavement] and draw a building in front of 

you or draw whatever you see in the city more or less and so you go 
with a sketchbook and just a pen or sometimes some colours and I 
like to do that and I bought this book that has like a bunch of tips 
on how to draw buildings better and it just had a lot of examples that 
was just a tiny bit analysed so it always pointed out just one thing 
about that example and it had very short to the point very useful tips 
and it had a lot of it it was like a relatively long book not a long book 
but there was enough to read but it was just very efficient I would say 
I like efficient reading

R:   �what would have made those boring books better
F:   �if they would have made it more to the point and less like … but 

nothing just make more sentences for the sake of having more sen-
tences

R:   �is that how you would define academic books
F:   �not all obviously but many and I feel like where we have to make 

essays a certain size it’s for the sake of making it that size and often 
you can actually arrive to the point in half the size but you just have 
to say more and I like when people actually do more research to 
have to say more if you don’t have more to say you should not write 
longer because it drives me crazy

R:   �so how would you define an academic book
F:   �I’m I do design I don’t do academic books I have no idea like I don’t 

know [interview F.2]

Set academic texts were seen by Participant A as a source of ideas to 
contextualise her own creative ideas in summative assessments which 
involved independent research: 

‘often with academic like books I try to find things I can make sense of 
with my own like with my […] presentation I go through books and I find 
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ideas that rather like similar to my ideas is and trying to make sense of them 
organise them rather than going through everything’ [interview A.2]. The 
nature of the coursework, the workload entailed and Participant A’s day-to-
day reading experience meant that she did not attempt a holistic, in-depth 
understanding of the academic material she read; in her reading, she did 
not (need to) follow the grain of scholarly arguments and debates.

Participant C, on the other hand, viewed reading as a way of building 
up his knowledge base. On his course, reading was carefully scaffolded. 
Specific course briefs introduced in lectures were accompanied by set 
reading which was, according to Participant C, ‘not very difficult because 
you get used to it in the lectures when the tutors explain the words and 
most of the words so you understand it when you read it’ [interview C.2].

Participant F was not of the opinion that academic texts should invite 
a different reading approach. Faced with a rather opaque text, Participant 
F, together with a group of English native speaker classmates, booked an 
appointment with a student mentor in the library who advised them to 
go through the text sentence by sentence and write down the main point 
in each. Participant F felt they ‘overanalysed the whole thing to just try to 
find meaning in it but normally I would just read and then think about it 
I don’t use pencils to highlight things’ [interview F.2].

As the project progressed, it became apparent that for courses ori-
ented towards professional and creative practice, traditional understand-
ings of ‘academic texts’ and ‘reading for academic purposes’ would need 
to be reframed by paying attention to the wider range of texts from 
which students can derive relevant knowledge for the course. Reading 
social media updates on the professional fashion world, pattern-cutting 
books to help students improve their technical skills or guidance writ-
ten by professional associations about environmental design to build up 
one’s knowledge base require different approaches to processing infor-
mation than might be expected on a traditional EAP course. The univer-
sity courses on which participants in the research which underpins this 
volume were enrolled capitalise to a much larger extent on students’ eve-
ryday reading practices and prior, non-academic reading experience.

5.3.2    Prior Experiences of Reading, and Their Bearing 
on Postgraduate EMI Reading Practices (3LU)

A number of 3LU interviewees had prior experience of academic read-
ing in English. Carla had studied a different but related subject at the 
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undergraduate level in the UK. Jahan had completed his undergraduate 
degree through the medium of English in a country where English was 
one of the several official languages, but felt there were no apparent dif-
ferences between his undergraduate reading and the compulsory or rec-
ommended material on the postgraduate course. Harry had been a TNE 
student in his home country, studying for a degree delivered offshore 
by a UK university. Textbooks were in English but teaching at under-
graduate level was both through English and through the local language 
(with English used exclusively on the postgraduate degree). Use of two 
languages was also mentioned by another student from a non-English-
speaking country: her undergraduate course made use of textbooks in 
English, but she summarised the knowledge acquired from those texts in 
her own language.

In contrast, other research participants had experienced reading in 
English in a general EFL context, not connected to their subject course. 
For Xanthe, reading formed a substantial proportion of her in-class 
English language learning experience both at school and at university in 
China. As regards out-of-class reading in English, this was dependent on 
access to material in English and on research participants’ motivation. 
At university, there was no external motivation for students to put effort 
into studying for language classes, and as a result, Xanthe did not make 
substantial progress with her English during her undergraduate degree. 
To prepare for a postgraduate degree in the UK, Vivian took the IELTS 
exam and then enrolled on a pre-sessional course where she was taught 
reading skills which she was required to apply to texts outside her subject 
area.

A staple of developing reading skills in a general EFL context is the 
activation of schemata and access to schemata is less readily available in 
an EAP context. For instance, Audrey had an undergraduate degree in 
Business which had given her the necessary background knowledge to 
help with text comprehension, on the one hand. On the other, her lack 
of familiarity with the industry to which she had to apply her business 
knowledge posed problems. Postgraduate degrees differ in the extent to 
which they scaffold the creation of students’ knowledge base through 
guided reading or expect students to gradually build their own reading 
lists through individual research.

The choice of whether, how much, what and how to read in English 
on the postgraduate courses on which 3LU participants were enrolled 
was underpinned by a range of beliefs and attitudes. Even among some 
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of the more proficient students, interviewees commented that their 
research was mainly visual and they were not required to read (though 
this view ran counter to the course documentation, assessment did not 
involve extensive writing and therefore the visual took precedence over 
the verbal even in the blogs that students were required to produce). 
Vivian was not particularly keen on reading, however, on her course, the 
research dissertation was the most important form of summative assess-
ment and reading was therefore a necessity. Cassandra openly admitted 
avoiding books because it took her too long to read and she felt that 
reading was not productive for her. At the other end of the continuum, 
Jahan was academically minded (he planned to pursue a doctorate) and 
the positive experiences he had had as a peer mentor had opened him up 
towards the possibility of an academic career, of which reading was seen 
as a natural part. Martha was passionate about her project and although 
not a systematic reader (she tended to pick up specialised knowledge 
from the technicians who supported her project) she still readily nego-
tiated texts which had layers of specialised knowledge with primarily a 
referential meaning. Anita’s reading practice went one step further: she 
drew on the work of a philosopher in her creative practice and read this 
both in her own language and in English. Translation of what she read 
took place not only from one language to another but also from one 
medium to another.

5.4  I  mplications for Research and Practice in EAP 
Reading Pedagogy

Chapter 3 showed that students found it easier to engage with concrete 
vocabulary that could be visually explained then reinforced through 
repeated use in interactive contexts. It also showed that more abstract, 
conceptual vocabulary posed difficulty when students did not have the 
background knowledge to help them articulate connections between 
ideas. Students were exposed to the more abstract, conceptual vocabu-
lary in receptive contexts (i.e., lectures in which there was limited scope 
to contribute, or reading done individually) and were required to use 
this vocabulary mainly in written courseworks that were, again, indi-
vidually produced. A similar situation applied in the case of reading. 
Information from texts focusing on concrete, visual processes was more 
likely to be drawn on in the spontaneous, day-to-day interaction tak-
ing place in the various learning and teaching spaces on the courses on 
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which students were enrolled. The more abstract, conceptual texts that 
help students develop their ideas and add depth to their work were pro-
cessed by the students, with a greater or lesser degree of success, into 
summative written courseworks rather than being integrated into exten-
sive, ongoing conversations about creative or professional practice. 
Nation (2015) offers an in-depth discussion of how extensive reading 
can result in substantial vocabulary learning. Extensive reading supplies 
the necessary number and quality of ‘meetings’ with new language that 
is glossed or easy to look up in an electronic environment in order to 
confirm meaning guessed from contextual clues and access a wider range 
of word knowledge. Extensive reading, however, particularly at lower 
levels of proficiency, appears to achieve its full potential when learners 
have access to simplified and graded texts rather than authentic ones with 
high vocabulary burden, Nation emphasises. Extensive reading within 
EAP courses is very rarely implemented, due to teacher attitudes and the 
high-stakes nature of these courses (Macalister 2008, 2010). The use 
of graded readers in authentic EMI settings is not an option; neither is 
Nation’s suggestion of re-reading, given the heavy reading load on uni-
versity courses. Narrow reading, i.e., ‘reading within a very limited topic 
area’ (Nation 2015, p. 143), is likely to halve the amount of new lan-
guage encountered. The extent to which this is a feasible and productive 
alternative is worth exploring further, as is access to glossaries that help 
unpack discipline-specific concepts and idiosyncratic combinations out-
side the remit of advanced learners’ dictionaries. It is not entirely clear 
to what extent positive attitudes towards extensive reading for language 
development translate into similarly positive attitudes towards reading for 
academic purposes, and these relationships are well worth exploring fur-
ther. It is likely, however, that higher language levels empower students 
to engage with academic texts and feel better integrated into the print 
culture, as well as respond more readily to inspirational teachers who 
spark their curiosity towards academic subjects. Thus, extensive reading 
which is appropriately managed from a pedagogic viewpoint could only 
have positive consequences.

From an SLA perspective, lack of interaction around material that 
is read is likely to limit the amount of language development that can 
take place. From a higher education pedagogy and research perspec-
tive, the interaction could be enhanced by looking in more depth into 
the reading practices that students engage in around their courseworks 
and by designing learning and teaching events or staging summative 
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assessments in ways that maximise opportunities to discuss and receive 
feedback on the use of conceptual and theoretical material. Evans and 
Morrison (2012) offer a telling example of how assignment design could 
be used to scaffold students’ experience of reading and build an interac-
tive dimension into this. One participant in their longitudinal research 
with undergraduate students at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
recounted the experience of a group project which entailed ‘breaking 
the project down into several stages, each involving the completion of a 
specific and required task that would build towards the assignment out-
come, such as the production of an annotated bibliography, a critique of 
a key source, a detailed plan and an initial draft’ (2012, p. 37). Another 
example of interaction is provided by Grey (2009). In a course that nur-
tured the development of a critical EAP community and could serve 
as an excellent example of Chun’s (2015) point that EAP is becoming 
increasingly multimodal, participants were asked to read a poster display-
ing the poster authors’ visual representation of difference (a hybrid face 
comprised of features borrowed from the mixed-gender author group). 
The following excerpt from the ensuing discussion around the image 
could easily have taken place among some of the AcLitT interviewees:

Kei suggests: I think the left side is female because it’s softer

…and the right, male.

There has been considerable discussion amongst the students about 
Japanese cultural practices in relation to gendered bodies and appearance. 
Kei told us that both men and women use products for skin care and make 
up so I wonder what cultural norms of femininity and masculinity she is 
drawing upon in order to make some form of recognition.

Novi interrupts, I think both are men

Her response shows the struggle that is going on for the class as they 
engage with different discourses of gender difference. I doubt if they 
expected this rupture during an academic seminar presentation.

(Grey 2009, p. 129)

The shared nature of the meaning-making process within (as illus-
trated above) or outside the EAP classroom enables EMI participants to 
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develop levels of critical literacy that empower them as readers. It also 
enables EMI participants to make creative and confident use of their 
Englishes in ways that add depth to their identities as effective communi-
cators in a globalised world.

There has been a ‘steady focus on reading for writing in EAP scholar-
ship since the mid1980s’, Hirvela (2016) writes, which is ‘hardly surpris-
ing, given that much of what students are asked to do in academic settings 
in order to both acquire and display knowledge revolves around some type 
of writing’ (p. 127). While the relationship between reading and writing is 
an important one to explore, there is nevertheless scope for research into 
the wider range of reading practices on university courses, to understand 
in what way and to what extent reading experiences can and should be 
scaffolded. Economies of scale mean that EAP provision is often of a more 
generic type and reading skills are taught in a partly decontextualised way. 
Not being subject experts, EAP tutors cannot fully facilitate students’ 
engagement in discipline-specific communities of practice.

To integrate reading competencies into a syllabus for either a pre-
sessional or an in-sessional EAP course, it is necessary to merge consid-
eration of target needs, which underpins the frameworks mentioned in 
5.2, with some understanding of students’ prior experience of reading 
in English within a language learning context, or developing relevant 
academic and other background knowledge through the medium of 
English. EAP provision should not only present students with tasks that 
mirror practices within the target academic discipline but also effectively 
scaffold students’ transition from previous reading experiences to aca-
demically sanctioned ways of reading.

Wilson (2016) calls for ‘delicate scaffolding’ (p. 257) through ped-
agogic tasks and spontaneous interaction into a ‘culture of critical 
thinking […] which is characterised by a great diversity of disciplinary, 
institutional, local and even personal cultures and discourses’ (p. 257). 
She takes as a point of departure Davies and Barnett’s (2015) three-part 
framework for understanding critical thinking, which brings together the 
skills perspective, the criticality perspective which views reading as dia-
logue which leads to

an openness to new ideas, the will to be well-informed and to use cred-
ible sources and observations, being prepared to listen and consider other 
points of view, the ability to take a position and defend it, but also to with-
hold judgement when appropriate and to change positions if the evidence 
and reasons indicate this (p. 258)
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and the critical pedagogy perspective, which enables readers to develop 
the ‘awareness required to act responsibly and ethically’ (p. 258) in a 
world where power is unevenly distributed. The research she conducted 
into the classroom practices of three different EAP practitioners teach-
ing reading revealed student resistance to strategies such as organising 
notes in separate columns to illustrate contrasting viewpoints, a strug-
gle to construct meaning from texts without tutor help in the absence of 
cultural capital and lack of affective engagement with reading material, a 
clash between tutor aspirations related to critical reading and pragmatic 
orientation towards passing a course. It also revealed, however, that 
reader identities were gradually being developed, control of concepts 
gained and text language appropriated through teacher commitment 
and dedication to raising students’ metacognitive awareness of skills, 
rich dialogue ‘punctuated with laughter and permeated with a positive 
orientation to learning’ (p. 261), and context-sensitive approaches that 
ensure ‘students remain secure in this dangerous space between educa-
tional worlds’ (p. 264). The experiences of AcLitT and 3LU interviewees 
shared in the research which underpins this volume adds further evidence 
in favour of the relevance of delicate scaffolding, to empower EMI par-
ticipants to construct meanings out of texts that are personally and politi-
cally relevant.
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Abstract  Published accounts of formal EAP provision show a range of 
ways in which this can contribute to English language development in 
EMI journeys, while tracking studies have explored the effectiveness of 
this contribution. Building on published work which emphasizes the 
importance of embedding instructed EAP into the subject course, dis-
cipline and university context, this chapter argues in favour of context-
sensitive measures of quality in EAP provision, which give the student an 
active part in designing this provision rather than merely a recipient role, 
and reflect the principle that language proficiency development is ‘every-
one’s business’. It acknowledges the ‘cultural scripts’ that participants in 
EMI bring with them with regard to quality assurance and enhancement, 
and seeks to capitalise on the complementarities of resources which facili-
tate development.

Keywords  Quality assurance · Quality enhancement   
Context-sensitivity · Student voice · Cultural scripts

6.1  F  ormal Language Support Provision: An Overview

Student voices have led the discussion in previous chapters, whereas the 
present chapter, while still mindful of research participants’ views of lan-
guage support, balances these with a stronger focus on formal arrange-
ments put in place at a local, institution or sector-wide level. Chapters 3–5 
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in this volume have considered how a number of students who were 
enrolled on courses with a creative, visual or built environment com-
ponent drew on their English language resources as they went about 
their everyday life on an English-medium instruction (EMI) campus. 
Recounted experiences were presented alongside findings from recently 
published research into English language development within higher edu-
cation settings. Language use and language development outside a formal 
language classroom context were the focus of these chapters. By contrast, 
Chap. 6 zooms in on formal initiatives set up at institution level to pro-
vide non-native speakers of English with language support. The present 
section provides an overview of these arrangements followed by a review, 
in Sect. 6.2, of projects usually labelled tracking studies in EAP. These 
look at how students’ English develops at university, either in response to 
or separate from formal language support. Section 6.3 presents insights 
from AcLitT interviews on what would constitute effective formal sup-
port. Section 6.4 follows this up with measures currently in place to 
assure and enhance quality in the EAP sector and contextualises these 
measures within wider debates on quality assurance in EMI and TNE. 
The closing section considers good practice principles in EAP and their 
applicability across EMI contexts.

The discourse around language support provision in universities 
is underpinned by valid concerns about students’ ability to function as 
competent language users but often materialises into formal tuition 
imparting either generic principles (EGAP) or the key language and con-
ventions typical of a discipline (ESAP), based on target situation needs 
analysis. The other end of the continuum would be provision which 
takes careful account of individual learning journeys and scaffolds stu-
dents’ knowledge development. However, resource availability (time 
within students’ busy course schedules; staffing; finance), or lack thereof, 
is one reason why the latter is not always achievable. Professional know-
how is another. EAP practitioners and course developers who transi-
tion into EAP from general language teaching may focus their efforts 
on making sense of unfamiliar disciplinary territories. Practitioners and 
course developers who approach EAP without a general language teach-
ing background may feel confident unpacking disciplinary conventions 
but may be less knowledgeable of second language acquisition theory 
which might have guided them in setting up individual or larger-scale 
learning-centred support. Higher or lower degrees of ability to deploy 
an appropriate range of needs analysis approaches (see Bocanegra-Valle 
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2016) in disciplinary contexts which are not sufficiently familiar to EAP 
practitioners and course developers could also potentially have a negative 
impact on the effectiveness of EAP provision, while learner views and 
wants (Brown 2009) add a further layer of complexity to this.

In an overview of existing research into students’ language develop-
ment in English-medium universities, Arkoudis (2014) cites Dunworth 
(2013) and Rochecouste et al. (2010) in support of the view that ‘stu-
dents do not develop their communication skills through osmosis’ (p. 
10). Hers is one of the key voices who argue in favour of making English 
language proficiency ‘everyone’s business’ (p. 17), through developing 
institution-wide strategic plans and policies and adequately resourcing 
policy implementation through a range of practical measures. A number 
of studies synthesised below discuss courses designed to meet this aim. 
These courses are constructed around the principle of embeddedness.

Embeddedness is a recurrent theme in accounts of provision in 
English-speaking countries, particularly the UK, Australia and New 
Zealand, with EAP practice reportedly attending closely to disciplinary 
and course specificity. Murray and Nallaya (2014) provide an account of 
embedded support within a faculty of education, arts and social sciences, 
where language specialists facilitated reflection by subject academics on 
the literacy practices underpinning a number of taught undergraduate 
courses and, once learning outcomes had been mapped onto assessment 
tasks, designed resources on how to deliver academic literacy support as 
well as working directly with the students, offering follow-on guidance. 
Murray and Nallaya reflect that

while the volume of research critiquing existing literacy practices in aca-
demia is copious, there is a relative paucity that considers, in procedural 
terms, how to furnish all students with the disciplinary literacies they need 
and some of the challenges associated with doing so (p. 4)

and their article goes some way towards redressing this imbalance. 
Noteworthy about Murray and Nallaya’s account are the degree and 
nature of the cooperation between language tutors and subject academ-
ics. Other accounts of embeddedness (e.g. Sloan and Porter’s CEM 
model 2010; Sloan et al. 2013; Frohman 2012) position the language 
tutor as an ethnographer of academic disciplines and place support 
delivery firmly within the EAP classroom rather than as learning spaces 
opened up within the subject learning and teaching events. Sloan and 
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Porter (2010) is an account of cooperation between a language tutor 
and a subject specialist to design resources and deliver weekly work-
shops mapped onto the natural life cycle of a UK-based postgraduate 
management degree. Frohman (2012), writing from the point of view 
of an academic language and learning practitioner, elaborates on proce-
dures which led to successfully setting up collaboration with a Faculty of 
Health at an Australian university at both undergraduate and postgradu-
ate levels. The provision in Frohman’s account consisted of workshops 
oriented towards generic writing skills complementing ones targeting 
specific assessments; one-to-one consultations; self-directed study; role-
play and workshops aimed at developing professional communication 
skills for the practical curriculum components.

The tension between seeing language proficiency as falling solely 
within the remit of language specialists or, conversely, as being ‘every-
one’s business’ (Arkoudis 2014, p. 17) is one that in practice requires 
careful negotiation. Murray and Nallaya (2014) offer a pithy summing 
up of what this entails:

It requires more than a good idea that is theoretically well informed; it 
also requires leadership (even charisma), good networking skills, an under-
standing of the local political climate, astuteness, the active support of 
senior management, a clear roll-out strategy, good channels of communi-
cation, clearly articulated consequences for failure to comply and a good 
deal of perseverance on the part of those driving change. (p. 11)

The degree of embeddedness impacts not only on the focus and con-
tent of the support but also on students’ readiness to participate in the 
provision made formally available at university. Arkoudis and Doughney 
(2014) note that ‘a non-compulsory model that exists outside of the cur-
riculum does not target the right students, given that students who have 
less significant English language development needs are more likely to 
attend […] workshops [which focus on literacy development]’ (p. 12), 
while those who would more readily benefit from support are less likely 
to engage with it. Lack of engagement on the part of less proficient stu-
dents in formal language support has been highlighted in a number of 
recent studies (e.g. Arkoudis et al. 2012; Lobo and Gurney 2014).

Accounts of English language development in EMI provision out-
side Anglophone contexts reveal similar concerns with language pro-
ficiency but prioritise somewhat different aspects, and the extent to 
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which language development is seen as everyone’s business or as the 
sole responsibility of language specialists differs from context to context. 
Across Europe, the contributors to a ‘state of play’ report (Wächter and 
Maiworm 2014) which sought the views of EMI programme directors 
note that the availability of English language support varies substan-
tially from institution to institution and country to country. The dis-
course around English language proficiency in mainland Europe EMI 
programmes reflects an altogether more positive outlook. Particularly 
at postgraduate level, students’ language level is generally perceived as 
appropriate for the programme of study on which they are enrolled. 
While ‘the warnings that the quality of teaching and learning in 
[English-taught programmes] will necessarily be lower than that in the 
native language due to an insufficient command of English of all parties 
have not fully disappeared’ (Wächter 2014, p. 132), in the more estab-
lished EMI programmes which attract greater interest from better pre-
pared candidates, language is not a barrier to learning. However, where 
programmes are ‘new, income-driven and less selective in admissions’ 
(Lam and Maiworm 2014, p. 101), particularly at the undergraduate 
level, English language levels may as a result be lower. Lower English 
language levels could perhaps more readily be compensated for in set-
tings in which EMI programmes recruit students who speak the same 
first language only, while programmes delivered to student cohorts with 
greater levels of linguistic diversity carry higher risk in terms of quality.

Against this background, it is perhaps not surprising that a larger 
number of EMI undergraduate programmes in Europe (compared 
to postgraduate ones) offered English language training (Lam and 
Maiworm 2014). Lam and Maiworm (2014) also found substantial vari-
ation across countries in terms of the extent to which English language 
training was made available to students. The structure, content, peda-
gogic principles and indeed the policy contexts of language training for 
EMI students were outside the scope of Lam and Maiworm’s research, 
which offers only a bird’s eye view. The contribution that their project 
makes towards discussion about language training is to raise awareness of 
current diversity and facilitate the choice of dimensions alongside which 
providers of English language support in EMI settings could organise 
sharing of experience and good practice across national and institutional 
boundaries, to add to the published body of knowledge about EMI in 
English-speaking settings.
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The following section offers a synthesis of studies into English lan-
guage development.

6.2  T  racking the Impact of Language and of Language 
Development Initiatives on Academic Success

For reasons to do with the necessity to set appropriate language criteria 
for university entry that give students a suitable base on which to build 
relevant knowledge, or the desire to evidence how the quality of learning 
journeys is or could be enhanced at university, or rather pragmatic con-
cerns with financial accountability, studies have been conducted which 
track the impact of language and of language development initiatives on 
academic success. Published accounts of tracking studies are predomi-
nantly from the Australian context, and the selection reviewed in this sec-
tion demonstrates the range of approaches that have been taken to tease 
out the relationship between language and academic achievement and 
draws attention to these approaches’ relevance and limitations.

A study which reveals noteworthy information about the relationship 
between proof of language proficiency for university entry and academic 
success (the latter measured as grade point average) was carried out by 
Oliver, Vanderford and Grote (2012) at an Australian university. Using 
data from 5094 students of non-English-speaking backgrounds, they 
found evidence that students admitted on the basis of having completed 
a foundation programme were less likely to succeed on the target uni-
versity course, while IELTS scores at and above minimum entry require-
ments were more likely to lead to academic success. While not intended 
for this purpose, Oliver, Vanderford and Grote’s research raises questions 
about the extent to which foundation curricula which offer preparation 
for university provide sufficient opportunities for students to develop 
their language to a level that allows them to take key elements of aca-
demic literacy from the foundation curricula forward into their university 
degree. To answer these questions in a satisfactory way, however, com-
plex and comprehensive research projects should be designed, combining 
qualitative and quantitative instruments and taking account of the full 
range of factors impacting on language development. Steps towards pro-
viding answers are suggested in the studies summarised below.

Humphreys et al. (2012) focused specifically on IELTS scores in the 
context of a tracking study conducted over the first semester of aca-
demic study (also at the undergraduate level) at an Australian university, 
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to explore proficiency gains rather than predictive validity of language 
level at entry. Fifty-one candidates’ scores on the IELTS academic test 
at the start and at the end of the semester were compared to reveal that 
the main gain in proficiency occurred in relation to speaking. The cor-
relation between IELTS scores and GPA was strongest in the areas of 
listening and reading, the two receptive macroskills. A wide range of 
subject areas was represented in the group of participants, and 55% 
of the participants were of Chinese origin. Humphreys et al. (2012) 
acknowledge that ‘the relationship between general academic profi-
ciency and discipline-specific proficiency is a complex one’ (p. 34) and 
caution that evidence of improvement in English language proficiency 
over the duration of a university degree should ‘be interpreted as reflect-
ing a complex tapestry of multiple intersecting conceptualisations of 
proficiency and multiple underlying variables’ (p. 36). Variables that 
other studies have attempted to address are motivation/agency, lan-
guage socialisation, language support and contact with others speaking 
English, sociocultural factors, cultural adjustment, intercultural skills, 
language background, age, and other cognitive and affective factors. 
Language support may indeed have had a notable contribution in the 
case of Humphreys et al.’s research participants, as these were drawn 
from students who were required to participate in their university’s 
English Language Enhancement Course, available to those with less 
than 7.0 in IELTS or entering university via a non-test pathway.

Language development ‘in the course of regular university stud-
ies’ (not through explicit instruction) was also explored by Storch and 
Hill (2008). Participants in Storch and Hill’s project (thirty-nine inter-
national students mainly from Southeast Asia) were tested at the begin-
ning and end of a semester on their listening, reading and writing skills, 
using an in-house test. The same version of reading and writing sections 
was administered on both occasions. Prior to the end-of-semester test, 
participants completed a questionnaire, and complementary qualitative 
data were collected through semi-structured interviews with slightly over 
one-third of participants in the project. Data analysis revealed that stu-
dents with lower writing scores at the beginning of the semester showed 
the greatest improvement in this skill, whereas a higher initial score in 
reading led to greater improvement in this area. Across all three skills, 
improvement did not occur consistently, with some participants reflect-
ing, in interviews, that ‘their writing deteriorated over the semester’  
(p. 04.9). Participants linked this to assessment requirements on the 
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course which involved group reports (‘I haven’t written a lot since I 
come here’. p. 04.9) and to lack of opportunities to receive feedback 
on language in the written work they produce. Some but not all partici-
pants had accessed formal language support during the semester, though 
Storch and Hill carefully avoid suggesting a direct link between formal 
support and language gains, emphasising instead that ‘researchers need 
to look at factors in the broader educational context to explain students’ 
progress, or lack thereof’ (p. 04.12). They also caution that scores and 
measures used to quantify progress may not be sufficiently fine-tuned 
to account for degrees of progress that may not be substantial enough 
(depending on where the threshold is set) and may not have statistical 
significance but that may be personally significant for the research par-
ticipants, with regard to specific situations in which they were required 
to complete some reading, listening or writing that made a difference to 
how they experienced an EMI course.

Knoch et al. (2015) explored the extent to which students’ writ-
ten academic English developed by the end of a three-year university 
degree in a large higher education institution in Australia. They used a 
range of global and discourse measures to compare the writing of thirty-
one undergraduate students at the beginning and end of the degree 
course. Analysis of the set written piece (an argument essay on corporate 
advertising, the same on both occasions) was complemented by semi-
structured interviews conducted with a small number of participants 
in relation to the second piece of writing. The semi-structured inter-
views covered the ‘writing requirements of the subjects they undertook 
throughout their three years, the type of assessment tasks, and about the 
nature of feedback they received on their written assignments’ (p. 44), as 
well as participants’ subjective assessment of their development as writ-
ers in an academic setting. The two methods combined revealed that the 
lack of significant development in grammatical accuracy and lexical com-
plexity could possibly have been due to the lack of feedback addressing 
specifically language (as opposed to content). In the words of one par-
ticipant,

Every written assignment we only get feedback on how the assignment is 
good or bad, but- general, but the lecturer don’t tell you this word is not 
right or this sentence is not right, or your or your… structure is not right, 
they don’t talk about that, they only talk about you should write this, you 
should write that, you don’t write this, you don’t write that… yes just 
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focus on the question, you answer the question, no matter how you write, 
you get marks. (p. 48)

In contrast, fluency,  where improvement was immediately evident in 
terms of word count, may have been due to a combination of writing 
practice in English both within and outside formal course settings (e.g. 
social media in the case of the latter). Knoch et al. note that the gen-
eral topic chosen for the research (corporate advertising) may have pre-
empted participants from displaying more fully their ability to showcase 
lexical complexity in a discipline-related task, whereas the type of writing 
(argument essay) may also have impacted on their findings to a certain 
extent.

Two studies which track performance in the context of formal lan-
guage support provision are Kennelly et al. (2010) and Stappenbelt and 
Barrett-Lennard (2008). Kennelly et al. (2010) draw confident conclu-
sions about the effectiveness of an embedded academic literacy course for 
first-year students in a faculty of business and government, deriving their 
evidence from summative assessment outcomes, attendance data, stu-
dent evaluations of the course, as well as reflective comments from peer 
tutors. Stappenbelt and Barrett-Lennard (2008) offer a similar exam-
ple, from the field of engineering. The embedded support discussed in 
Stappenbelt and Barrett-Lennard’s study resulted in improved pass rates 
for international students, as well as greater levels of student satisfaction 
and engagement as documented by formal surveys within the institu-
tion. The communication focus stream attached to the Introduction to 
Professional Engineering unit was also commended by the professional 
body which accredits engineering degrees.

6.3  S  tudent Views of Effective Language Support

The tracking studies reviewed in Sect. 6.2 rely on quantitative meas-
ures of progress and explore development at the level of cohorts. While 
recognising the relevance of quantitative, standardised assessment, the 
present volume is nevertheless mindful of the difficulty in setting up a 
language test that adequately captures qualitative improvement in EMI 
participants’ ability to make meaningful contributions across a range of 
communicative scenarios; in Kinginger’s (2009) words, existing tests 
cannot ‘capture the subtle changes occurring as language learners abroad 
enlarge their communicative repertoires’ (p. 68). It is also mindful of 
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reports that engagement in formal language provision, to which tracking 
studies are generally linked, is less than optimal across many higher edu-
cation contexts. The AcLitT project which underpins this volume sought 
to explore the tension between needs as framed in formal language 
development provision on the one hand and ‘wants’ or student views on 
what might constitute relevant language support if formally organised by 
the institution in which they are enrolled. It explored participants’ own 
perceptions of how their language developed and gains they had made 
alongside views on how formal provision could be fine-tuned to meet 
their needs.

None of the participants in the AcLitT research which underpins this 
volume received regular, systematic, formal language tuition during the 
academic year. They drew on varied resources for language development. 
Participant C, for example, was part of an academically minded peer 
group working on common projects and practised using already familiar 
and new language. Opportunities for interaction led him to feel more 
confident, and he noticed that tutors asked fewer questions as the year 
progressed when he was presenting work in the process of being devel-
oped: ‘as I’m improving my design I’m improving my English’ [inter-
view C.3], although he was aware that the visual might be compensating 
for the verbal to a certain extent when he was putting his ideas across, 
given that his ability to convey ideas through detailed, complex drawings 
increased. Also at the end of the academic year, Participant E noted that 
she had reached a stage where she was ‘thinking in English’ rather than 
in her native language and also mentioned confidence:

before I was afraid to talk so I was pretty quiet when other people were 
talking around me and they used to think that I don’t like them or things 
like that or I think that I don’t want to talk or but now because I’m like 
more confident I can participate and understand what they say and give 
them ideas and explain that it’s much better I feel much better because of 
this. [interview E.3]

Participant F, on the other hand, started her course with an already high 
level of English. The main change in her case was the accent—‘some of it 
is turning British which is weird because it’s not all’ [interview F.3]. The 
same hybridity occurred in her choice of language as well; she had begun 
to use the British English equivalents of some words she knew already in 
relation to everyday life.
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In the three examples above, the interactive context supplied language 
that students could potentially assimilate, as well as situations in which 
students could evaluate the English they were speaking, either by com-
parison with other students or by reactions to what they said or wrote. 
None of the participants in the project felt that formal language classes 
of the kind they had experienced prior to starting their academic degree 
would support them alongside the subject modules they were attending. 
Being in the first year of a three-year undergraduate degree course, they 
felt perhaps that the length of time they would spend immersed in the 
language, combined with a busy academic schedule, made formal lan-
guage classes less attractive.

In response to the question ‘If attendance at language classes was 
required on your course, what would these classes be like ideally? What 
would happen in them?’, asked in the third and final AcLitT inter-
view, participants put forward different versions of language support, 
all involving strong connections with the focus of the course they were 
enrolled on. Participants A and B would prefer to be a in a group with 
students who have similar levels of linguistic competence. Preference was 
also expressed for either practice or input from a language tutor in rela-
tion to key words on the main course, in effect an extension of the sub-
ject-focused teaching and learning events:

maybe learn to understand more like the word surrealism to understand 
words better like that cause I don’t think we have that much of a chance 
in seminars to talk about just one word to understand the word it pass by 
really quickly and it mainly to talk about the general theme rather than 
the language itself so in language class we got to talk about the language 
more because I think it’s helpful with international students it’s just like 
is really new language and is also difficult language so we have the chance 
to understand the words like the words in our course is better yeah it does 
help us to write better I think I don’t have to constantly google it any-
more. [interview A.3]

Participant C would like to receive definitions of technical words and 
examples of more formal language that could be used in written work. 
On Participant D’s course, a workshop about essay writing was led by 
one of the subject lecturers and was aimed at both home and interna-
tional students (‘all the native students said that that was really helpful’ 
[interview D.3]). She felt that such a workshop, in which someone with 
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knowledge of the genre could unpack the coursework brief and give stu-
dents the opportunity to understand the requirements more fully, would 
be ideal:

we first had just lectures like about the structure and everything and then 
we had seminars and in the seminars we had just one example and we were 
just asked to sort of just try out things we had different tasks that we were 
supposed to do and then we would talk through them and then we would 
get like the final answer though obviously the final answer isn’t the only 
answer possible. [interview D.3]

AcLitT student interviews confirm the relevance of embedded language 
support, though seem to indicate that language should preferably be 
foregrounded within the subject teaching and learning events rather than 
in the type of separate academic English classroom which underpins the 
CEM model. It is also possible that access to academic language devel-
opment brokers who facilitate the performance of learners of English 
in academic contexts (see Blaj-Ward 2017, for further detail) would 
enhance student journeys from language learner to language user, over 
and above formally taught provision. Hence the need to not only think 
of language development as everyone’s business within an institution, 
but also create opportunities for awareness-raising and reflection on how 
encounters with language development brokers outside the language 
classroom can be capitalised on.

6.4  D  eveloping Context-Sensitive Measures of Quality 
in Formal Language Support

Tracking studies offer objective measures of language development out-
comes, and, combined with student views on language support, they 
paint a richer, more complex picture of formal language provision and of 
aspects which can increase its effectiveness. Systematic input from a wide 
range of stakeholders, however, is required, for assuring and enhancing 
formal language provision quality.

In the context of a discussion of how quality management can be 
applied in general language education, Heyworth (2013) argues in 
favour of creating a culture of quality, through developing among 
stakeholders a shared understanding of the criteria used to define qual-
ity in language education and of the standards against which quality is 
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evaluated. He also recommends deploying appropriate methodologies, 
resources and instruments which facilitate arriving at the standards. 
He puts forward the view that accreditation processes (i.e. requests for 
evidencing principles and practices) should enrich rather than create 
unproductive and unconstructive pressures for the day-to-day life of an 
institution. Formal quality assurance with a specific EAP focus is not yet 
supported by a quality assurance body with an international reach simi-
lar to that of EAQUALS or the British Council. BALEAP, a UK-based 
organisation that has assured the quality of pre-sessional provision in 
the UK for several decades, has recently widened its focus to cover in-
sessional EAP and is exploring ways of reaching out to an international 
audience. In the meantime, however, EAP providers have the opportu-
nity to develop what Pyvis (2011) labels ‘context-sensitive measures of 
quality’ (p. 743). Pyvis’ statement is made in the context of transnational 
higher education, not specifically EAP, but the experience he describes 
delivering comparable quality while teaching an Australian Bachelor of 
Business Administration on a Chinese campus resonates with EAP con-
texts where participants in EAP provision encounter educational content 
and practices to which they are not accustomed.

The published accounts referred to in previous sections offer exam-
ples of different EAP providers’ attempts at measuring and evaluating the 
quality of language development formally provided to students. In the 
context of in-sessional language and academic skills support, the instru-
ment of choice for collecting student feedback appears to be the ques-
tionnaire survey administered at the end of a course (e.g. Stappenbelt 
and Barrett-Lennard 2008; Kennelly et al. 2010; Sedgley 2011), 
although questionnaires vary with regard to the extent to which they 
include open-ended items or items which respondents are required to 
score. The view they project is one of the students as recipients of provi-
sion rather than as co-producers or decision-makers and as a collective 
body rather than as individuals with distinct voices to reflect the com-
plexity of higher education learning trajectories. Surveys or, alternatively, 
focus groups or semi-structured interviews (e.g. Lobo and Gurney 2014; 
Sloan et al. 2013) mentioned in published accounts of in-sessional pro-
vision are not accompanied by sufficient detail about the process and 
procedures for feedback collection; these accounts focus instead on ana-
lysing the content of the feedback provided. Lobo and Gurney (2014) 
are an example of a study which highlights the limitations of surveys 
when administered in a language that participants may speak less fluently 
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and in relation to an educational experience that may not conform to 
expectations based on participants’ prior experiences. Commentary on 
how respondents’ participation was secured, specific questions asked, or 
procedures for analysing feedback are not included in Frohman (2012) 
either; Frohman, however, provides a more in-depth discussion of how, 
over a period of two years, she combined a wider range of methods to 
generate insight into the relevance of in-sessional provision, enhance its 
quality and secure the support of decision-making stakeholders within 
her institution (paper and online end-of-session and follow-up surveys; 
focus group discussion; other formal and informal evaluation data; unso-
licited anecdotal emails from students; formal and informal feedback). 
Frohman’s account could be read as a clear illustration of a grassroots 
attempt to create the culture of quality that Heyworth (2013) would 
support.

Alternative approaches to exploring student views are illustrated 
in Sovič (2013) and Shreeve (2011), two studies which could inform 
the design of context-sensitive measures of quality. Sovič’s findings are 
derived from analysis of interviews, conducted by international post-
graduate students with international undergraduate and postgraduate 
students. Shreeve (2011) explored similar subject areas but collected 
(home) undergraduate student evaluations of teaching and learning 
experiences in alternative formats (e.g. sketchbooks, artefacts, art-
works, illustrated stories, recorded interviews, animations and music), 
focusing on positive aspects conducive to learning for each individual 
student who participated in the project. As a result of sharing the out-
comes of their project with colleagues at her institution, Shreeve con-
cluded that the audience were able to connect with the artefacts more 
successfully than they would have done with a standard report and that 
allowing students the freedom to choose the focus and format of their 
accounts (originally planned as an essay, with the option of a video 
interview or video diary for dyslexic students) led to more insightful 
outcomes.

The importance of capturing the student voice for course qual-
ity enhancement processes has recently been emphasised in a num-
ber of publications focusing on the UK higher education context (e.g. 
Kandiko and Mawer 2013; McClaran and Brown 2013; van der Velden 
et al. 2013) and is likely to have similar relevance in other EMI contexts. 
Students who travel to a foreign country to undertake a taught post-
graduate degree bring with them ‘cultural scripts’ (Welikala 2013) not 
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only in relation to teaching and learning but also in relation to their role 
in higher education quality assurance and enhancement. These cultural 
scripts ‘do not neatly reflect the nationalities of the learners. Instead, 
they reflect different perspectives of learners who have shared beliefs 
from different cultures of learning and teaching’ (Welikala 2013, p. 27). 
As such, the scripts will have a bearing on the extent to which students 
engage successfully in teaching and learning and participate actively in 
shaping the teaching and learning provision available to them at univer-
sity. To ensure that scripts are aligned with course design principles, the 
latter need to be laid bare to ensure ownership of the course not only by 
expert developers but also by course participants.

Accounts of quality assurance and enhancement in the countries of 
origin of international students who travel to pursue a taught postgrad-
uate degree in English (although student mobility does not necessarily 
occur in transnational education) show variations in processes and pro-
cedures (e.g. Lee 2009; Liu 2013) and foreground the inherent variety 
of cultural scripts that participants in EMI and TNE bring with them. 
Variation and potential lack of student familiarity with, and consequently 
lack of engagement in, these processes and procedures can also be 
gleaned from studies of internationalisation at the level of systems and 
curricula (e.g. Fitch 2013; Geddie 2012; Leask 2013), academics’ per-
ceptions of educational quality in the context of internationalisation (e.g. 
Pyvis 2011), commentary papers on the impacts of English-medium 
instruction in universities not based in English-speaking countries (e.g. 
Manh 2012), or research into ‘how learners who embark on learning 
sojourns in different cultural contexts make meaning of and respond 
to the new culture of learning they encounter in their host university’ 
(Welikala 2013, p. 27).

With specific reference to taught postgraduate courses in the UK, 
Cheng (2011) cautions that quality in teaching and learning is being 
interpreted in a variety of ways and that what may be perceived as good 
quality teaching by some does not necessarily automatically engen-
der good quality learning. Similarly, a study which focused on art and 
design in UK higher education (Yorke and Vaughan 2012) and included 
a number of non-British students concluded, with reference to first-year 
undergraduate students, that ‘there is no single “student experience”’  
(p. 54) and ‘there is no magic paint that can be brushed over curriculum 
design and implementation to guarantee students’ delight in their experi-
ence’ (p. 54). While published insights can be used to sensitise academics 
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and course developers to international student expectations, academics 
and course developers need to engage in context-specific data collection 
and to process and operationalise findings in ways that acknowledge the 
uniqueness of each individual student’s learning journey. They need to 
understand not only students’ expectations about high-quality teaching 
and learning but also how students perceive and engage with the qual-
ity assurance and enhancement processes. Good practice in quality assur-
ance and enhancement requires that students receive guidance on how 
to engage with the process of feeding back on their higher education 
experience and there is scope for studies to include a greater degree of 
transparency about the processes and procedures employed to arrive at 
conclusions about course quality.

6.5  R  eflecting on Good Practice Principles  
in EAP for EMI

The study abroad research reviewed in Chap. 2 highlighted substan-
tial heterogeneity and unevenness in language development and the 
importance of exploring learning backgrounds, contextual features 
and individual differences in responding to settings in order to scaf-
fold development in appropriate ways. The tracking studies summarised 
in Sect. 6.2 mapped performance in English-medium higher educa-
tion against formal language provision goals or independently of such 
initiatives and reached similar conclusions about variation. Both sets of 
research (study abroad and tracking) have a quantitative slant and con-
tain reference to the need for more fine-grained approaches that capture 
more fully the fluid and dynamic, contextualised and identity-enhancing 
experiences of transition from language learning to language use in EMI 
and of EMI participants ‘accommodating and traversing any differences 
between their own variety of English and cultural frame of reference, and 
that of their interlocutor’ (Murray 2016, p. 80).

Formal EAP provision prior to the start of an undergraduate or post-
graduate course aims to offer a solid basis on which to build further 
knowledge through exposure to practice in academically sanctioned reg-
isters. In-course support (further) unpacks discipline-specific practices 
and conventions, either in continuation of or as a way of compensating 
for lack of access to pre-sessional support. Drawing on findings from a 
longitudinal piece of research with undergraduate students at the Hong 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-63239-1_2
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Kong Polytechnic University, Evans and Morrison (2012, p. 31) note 
that

It is perhaps not surprising that their essentially generic EAP course was 
barely able to meet their immediate needs, although it must be doubted 
whether a discipline-specific course could have achieved much more in 
practical terms. In fact, the evidence suggests that a raft of regular disci-
pline-specific courses would have scarcely scratched the surface of their 
manifold and evolving needs; and only the most munificent university 
management would be prepared to sanction such a programme.

Interestingly, Evans and Morrison’s research revealed that teachers’ abil-
ity to inspire students had a greater impact on the students’ learning than 
the immediate relevance of the content. Research participants ‘recog-
nised the importance of English classes (and other forms of provision) in 
enhancing their interest and confidence in the language’ (p. 39). Evans 
and Morrison’s findings point to the importance of accessing a wider set 
of resources than formal provision and also usefully complement the key 
success factors that Dunworth et al. (2014) identified in relation to the 
latter: senior leadership with ‘continued involvement in driving policy, 
promoting consultation and engaging appropriate stakeholders’ (p. 529); 
language and discipline expertise; realistic time resources; collaboration 
based on mutual recognition of expertise; adequate resources; evidence-
informed decisions and sustainability.

The context from which Dunworth et al. (2014) draw their con-
clusions is a higher education system in an English-speaking country. 
The extent of EMI provision in other settings will determine how for-
mal language development opportunities are quality assured. A degree 
course with only one component taught in English in a non-Anglo-
phone country to a monolingual group of students may orient towards 
integrated support in the form of team teaching between language and 
subject specialists or simply supplying self-study resources for students 
to access prior to each session. The quality assurance procedures around 
the English-medium aspect could be localised to that component only 
and informally agreed at the course level. In settings where provision in 
English is more substantial, and English is associated with higher stakes 
assessment, quality governance needs to be formalised, closely aligned 
with institutional procedures for quality assurance, and linked to mecha-
nisms for accessing financial and other resources. National regulation of 
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pre- and post-enrolment English language standards, gradually intro-
duced over the past decade or so in Australia, is an excellent point of 
reference for discussion about quality assurance in EMI. Official policy 
documents in that country (see Murray 2016 for a critical overview) 
stipulate standards that institutions are required to implement ‘through 
curricula and assessment revision and design where English language 
proficiency is an integral component of programme learning outcomes, 
and is aligned to discipline-specific standards’ (Murray 2016, p. 64). 
Institutional compliance with the standards is then assessed by an exter-
nal quality assurance body that looks, among other things, at how stu-
dents are made aware of their responsibility to further develop their 
English while at university and at ways in which post-entry language 
development is evaluated through tracking and performance measures 
and other means. In non-English-speaking countries, in cases where EMI 
provision is the outcome of a TNE-type relationship, a language policy 
may be developed at the level of the institution. Perrin (2017) provides 
an example of a draft policy to guide programme delivery, assessment, 
student recruitment, research and administration as well as acknowledg-
ing social/daily life language. While in its early stages, the policy that 
Perrin discusses is nevertheless a ‘step in the right direction in recognis-
ing language use and position within an increasingly complex HE world’ 
(p. 170).

This chapter has argued that to be successful, formal provision 
needs to articulate with EMI participants’ prior and future experiences, 
to empower EMI participants to capitalise on (formal and informal) 
resources available, and to engage them in the decision-making processes 
around institutional resource deployment. Additionally, formal provision 
needs to be embedded within a culture of quality that favours contex-
tual sensitivity. In Murray’s (2016) words, ‘what may be a reasonable and 
effective response in one context may not necessarily be so in another’ (p. 
4). Context-sensitive quality assurance measures are proportionate. They 
fit the natural rhythm of the institutions in which they are deployed and 
take account of the stage each institution is at in the quality assurance 
journey. Quality assurance that is context-sensitive takes guidance from 
external policies but is interwoven into the fabric of the provision rather 
than seen as an external intervention. Importantly, it establishes the value 
of the provision in relation to EMI participants’ overall academic expe-
rience and their readiness to join a globalised professional community, 
rather than simply in relation to the class of the degree obtained.
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Abstract  Higher education through the medium of English opens up 
opportunities for identity transformation that are closely inter-related 
with learning and using increasingly more complex varieties of English 
that have personal relevance and that align with or depart from gener-
ally accepted norms. This chapter reflects back on the contribution this 
volume is making to the discussion of Englishes in EMI and maps out 
paths for further enquiry as well as components of honest pedagogies 
to support personal, academic and future professional growth. Through 
vignettes, it illustrates trajectories that complicate decision-makers’ 
search for neat solutions and offers one possible example of intervening, 
in a pedagogically honest way, to scaffold lively, developmental discus-
sion within the space of a learning and teaching event.

Keywords  Honest pedagogies · Englishes/ELF  
Language learning strategies · Research questions

7.1  R  eflecting Back on Language Learning and Use in 
English-Medium Higher Education

Undertaking higher education through the medium of a foreign lan-
guage (English in the context of this volume) opens up opportuni-
ties for personal growth and development that may not be available in 
contexts which do not entail crossing language boundaries, yet growth 

CHAPTER 7
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and development are unlikely to happen below a level of linguistic pro-
ficiency that facilitates meaningful dialogue. Minimum entry levels are 
set by official bodies at national and supra-national levels and can be 
evidenced in a variety of officially approved means (e.g. an educational 
qualification from an English-speaking country, a score in an interna-
tionally available language proficiency test or a locally validated test, or 
a positive outcome of attending a preparatory academic language and 
skills course most often at the same institution where the degree course 
will be pursued). Yet proficiency levels at entry do not necessarily guar-
antee academic success, language learning in EMI does not necessarily 
take a linear growth trajectory, and concerns have been aired in academic 
publications and the press about language standards both at the point of 
entry and on graduation. Against this backdrop, the present volume has 
explored, from the vantage point of an EAP tutor and higher education 
researcher, the viewpoints of a number of international students about 
language development through quality input and purposeful language 
use during university study abroad. The research which underpins the 
volume has sought to understand what may help or hinder EMI partici-
pants’ growth into competent and confident communicators. It has not 
sought to establish causality but to raise awareness of some of the ways in 
which meaningful dialogue in the context of studying for a higher edu-
cation degree may be nurtured or pre-empted. It has questioned tradi-
tional, restricted views of EAP to help EAP providers tease out nuances 
and specificities in their contexts, identify the most appropriate strategies 
they can deploy to support students in preparation for university study or 
throughout the duration of their higher education journey and construct 
persuasive, evidence-informed arguments for language development to 
become everyone’s business in a sector that places great value on com-
munication. The volume responds to a need to understand more about 
the way in which English language development plays out in individual 
EMI participants’ lives, so that policies underpinning national regulatory 
frameworks can be more effectively contextualised and meso-level stake-
holders do not implement EMI uncritically, without paying sufficient 
attention to language.

The Englishes through which academic practices are enacted and sup-
ported on an EMI campus are manifold and the extent to which they 
are purposefully and meaningfully used depends on a multitude of quali-
ties and circumstances. Participants in the 3LU and AcLitT research, 
as well as Olivia, the protagonist of the exchange case study, provided 
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insights into how they made English their own along (yet unfinished) 
journeys of growing into confident language users and rounded profes-
sionals in fields that transgress national boundaries yet are fully sensitive 
to local contexts. The Englishes allow students to project mobile, glo-
balised identities (Gurney 2016), which are co-created daily rather than 
carried in an essentialised form, and attitudes towards these Englishes 
will become more nuanced in the process of use (de Costa 2012; Jenkins 
2013).

The research has focused on EMI participants (more specifically, stu-
dents), and in their accounts of personal journeys, there has been little 
or no reference to EAP practitioners. This does not negate EAP practi-
tioners’ value. Rather, it reveals how learning takes place outside formal 
language classroom settings, to help inform and refine the design of EAP 
provision, further emphasise the importance of working with a concep-
tualisation of EAP that goes beyond a focus on target situation needs 
analysis, and generate guidance that helps ensure learning and teaching 
spaces outside the EAP classroom are language-rich environment with 
new language made salient to facilitate noticing and with interaction 
opportunities provided for language to be rehearsed and creatively used. 
It has also focused on a selection of language areas and skills (vocabulary, 
speaking and reading) deployed through academic practices for reasons 
highlighted in the respective chapters.

The research which underpins the volume did not set out to evalu-
ate the language development strategies used by the 3LU and AcLitT 
participants or by Olivia. Similar to the tracking studies reviewed in 6.2, 
such an evaluation may fail to recognise the dynamic, nonlinear nature of 
the language development journeys. The experiences recounted in this 
volume are mainly but not exclusively positive ones. They provide a true-
to-life account of learning journeys in progress. Inevitably, journeys will 
have rewarding moments as well as times when more resources need to 
be mobilised to avoid going off course.

An aspect that the research has not touched on is where the research 
participants were positioned on the academic grading scale. While some 
participants volunteered the grades they had received on specific course-
work assignments, the research design did not entail comparing and 
contrasting personal accounts of progress with objective measurement 
of outcomes. The focus on language and on students’ viewpoints meant 
that subject lecturer views fell outside the scope of the research. Research 
focusing specifically on how subject lecturers implement marking criteria 
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in EMI is needed, in line with Kinginger’s (2009) endorsement of pro-
jects that have ecological validity to avoid the risk of distorting research 
participants’ views of their progress and claiming relationships of causal-
ity without sufficient evidence to underpin such claims.

Another aspect that the research has not overtly engaged with is 
whether ‘EMI in higher education is a good or bad thing’ (Walkinshaw 
et al. 2017, p. 16). Opinion on this matter is divided. The present vol-
ume stands with Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith and Humphreys in that

those judgements rightly belong to local actors in the first instance, and 
this volume delivers no definitive ‘party line’ one way or the other. What 
we do know is that EMI is a phenomenon that necessarily occurs in situ 
in response to particular pedagogical, political, economic and social forces. 
On a practical level at least, it is the manner in which EMI is implemented, 
and the policy communications and processes underlying that implementa-
tion, which determine the success or otherwise of the eventual outcome 
(conceding, however, that ‘success’ is an ideologically loaded term). (p. 16)

The following vignette, a composite of insights from the AcLitT, 3LU 
and Olivia projects, as well as from published accounts of EMI experi-
ences and post-EMI trajectories in various Asian and European coun-
tries (e.g. Costa and Coleman 2013, Doiz et al. 2013, Hu et al. 2014, 
Kym and Kym 2014, Priegnitz 2015), illustrates the range of conditions 
that need to be placed in balance before a value judgement can be made 
about language learning and use:

Lucy travelled to an English-speaking country for her undergradu-
ate degree. Lucinda is completing hers in her home town, through the 
medium of English. Lucy is surrounded by English, Lucinda speaks her 
own language with the academic-related staff on campus and with every-
one else outside the campus gates. Lecturers at Lucy’s university are not 
all native speakers; lecturers on Lucinda’s programme are from a range of 
countries including English-speaking ones. The libraries at both Lucy’s 
and Lucinda’s universities are well-stocked. Off campus Lucy can more 
easily visit the working spaces of practitioners in her field and use English 
to converse and learn about their practice. Lucinda’s course content, how-
ever, is fine-tuned to give her a more confident grasp of localised prac-
tices. Lucy’s peers speak a wider range of first languages than Lucinda’s, 
though Lucy does have access to a strong network of peers from her home 
country. The type and amount of assessed work that Lucy and Lucinda are 
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required to do is comparable. Neither Lucy nor Lucinda have immediate 
experience of the practitioner world they wish to join after graduation and 
while in Lucy’s case the finer points of cross-cultural pragmatics mean that 
her live research projects do not always run as smoothly as she would wish 
them to, Lucinda is not in a more privileged position when she negotiates 
the more rigid hierarchies in her home country. The Englishes that Lucy is 
exposed to and with which she interacts include a wider range of (native) 
regional accents; there is a range in Lucinda’s case as well, though this is 
mainly linked to English as a lingua franca varieties, fully comprehensible 
to those within Lucinda’s region. At the end of her course, Lucinda will 
more likely have a greater network of connections within the professional 
community located in her home country. Lucy’s command of English 
may or may not be higher than Lucinda’s, as might her preparedness for 
employment in roles with more global dimensions. As regards personal 
growth, the higher education journeys of Lucy and Lucinda will no doubt 
effect this at the rate and following a trajectory that reflect – to borrow 
Humphreys et al.’s (2012, p. 36) phrase – the ‘complex tapestry of multi-
ple intersecting conceptualisations of self, other and language’.

Language development specialists (i.e. EAP practitioners, course devel-
opers and researchers) and language development brokers all have a part 
to play in this process. The Lucy and Lucinda scenarios could potentially 
occur in any number of settings, and while the specifics will differ, the 
key threads in this volume speak to a large number of EMI providers 
and participants. Interestingly, and usefully in terms of giving a broader 
perspective on EMI, Priegnitz (2015) notes that English-medium higher 
education is available in non-English-speaking countries partly as a way 
to build relationships of an academic, economic and diplomatic nature 
within international students’ country of origin on these students’ return 
and partly to attract, to local labour markets, skilled migrants who might 
otherwise not have considered that country due to not having a suit-
able level of proficiency in that country’s language. Priegnitz surveyed 
transnational alumni from English-medium programmes in Germany and 
Denmark and found that, in contrast to previous studies, these alumni 
were not using EMI programmes as one stop on their migration paths to 
Anglophone countries, but choosing to learn local languages, build local 
networks and seek employment in the country of origin of their EMI 
degree. Thus, socialisation into the academic discourse norms prevalent 
in English-speaking countries is not a priority for these participants in 
transnational education, though language which reflects the articulation 
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of degree course with professional accreditation bodies might be. This 
serves to further emphasise that the degree of overlap between the ‘E’ 
in EMI and the ‘E’ in EAP is fluid, dynamic and context-specific, and 
an (ELF-informed) awareness of what constitutes ‘English language’ in 
EMI needs to be shared among key stakeholders.

7.2  H  onest Pedagogies

With specific reference to Japan, although this is true of EMI in a 
number of different countries, Hino (2017) notes that EMI provision 
could be categorised according to whether it is adopted at the level of 
a whole university, a department, a programme of study, a selection of 
curricula within programmes, individual professors delivering their mate-
rial through the medium of English (e.g. academic staff recruited from 
Anglophone countries) or ‘voluntary classes’ where the decision to teach 
in English is made by the academic member of staff delivering that class. 
This inevitably has different implications in terms of how language use 
and development occur and are supported. Students participating in 
EMI provision are grouped by Hino (2017) on the basis of whether they 
originate from inner, outer or expanding circle countries, and different 
group make-ups lead to varied opportunities for language interaction 
and the need for localised understanding of development needs.

The second standard listed in the English Language Standards for 
Higher Education (ELSHE)  document, albeit linked to an official policy 
drawn up in an English-speaking country and the object of some contro-
versy with regard to implementation (Read 2016, p. 221), resonates with 
EMI provision in a wide variety of settings: ‘The provider ensures that 
prospective and current students are informed about their responsibili-
ties for further developing their English language proficiency during their 
higher education studies.’ (retrieved from http://www.aall.org.au/sites/
default/files/FinalEnglishLanguageStandardsMay2012.pdf). The expec-
tations associated with this standard are that institutional resourcing and 
individual EMI participant agency need to meet in the middle. While pol-
icy implementation for macro- and meso-level qualities monitoring may 
need further consideration before it takes place, the ELSHE document 
is nevertheless a valuable resource to guide quality enhancement within 
institutions that adopt EMI on a variety of scales. This volume recognises 
the diversity in EMI and offers not solutions but tools to arrive at solu-
tions in ways that make sense in particular contexts and that recognise the 

http://www.aall.org.au/sites/default/files/FinalEnglishLanguageStandardsMay2012.pdf
http://www.aall.org.au/sites/default/files/FinalEnglishLanguageStandardsMay2012.pdf
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futility of trying to establish a ‘neat relationship between outcome gains 
and individual experience’ (Magnan and Lafford 2012, p. 536).

Against this background, Canagarajah’s (2014) call for pedagogically 
honest practices in relation to English language teaching gains particu-
lar relevance for EMI. These practices develop procedural rather than 
propositional knowledge of language, by fostering awareness that helps 
multilingual speakers ‘intuit’ (p. 772) the grammar of their interlocu-
tor, borrow and reconstruct this, to ‘find a middle ground between the 
divergent grammars of both parties in a communicative interaction’ (p. 
772). Language awareness combines with rhetorical sensitivity, ‘aware-
ness of genres, conventions and contexts’ (p. 773), seen not as normative 
and prescribed but as resources to engage with. Negotiation strategies, 
the third component of procedural knowledge, help users engage with 
resources in ways that ‘achieve communicative success and intelligibility’ 
(p. 773). The first step towards honest pedagogy would be for course 
designers, deliverers and participants to openly acknowledge that due 
to temporal and other constraints no preparatory course will ever cover 
all eventualities and all types of social encounters that non-native speak-
ers are likely to find themselves in during their academic sojourn in an 
English-speaking country. Formal EAP provision aims to add value to 
academic sojourns, and its effectiveness is likely to increase when comple-
mented by learners consciously attending to their own development out-
side formal language classrooms. Binaries such as in-class/out-of-class or 
informal acquisition/instructed learning are unhelpful in that they gloss 
over or pre-empt discussion about facilitating the development of effec-
tive strategies in language learners. Not enough is known about the tran-
sition from intermediate to advanced to fully competent user of English 
in a higher education context, about milestones in learner journeys and 
contextual factors which speed up or slow down the learning process. 
While choice over enrolling on a preparatory language for university 
course is to a large extent not a choice, as it is dictated by institutional 
gatekeepers, student agency in relation to language development at uni-
versity is not subject to the same constraints. Students have the freedom 
to develop a wide repertoire of strategies, though to a certain extent 
their experience in the formal language classroom prior to entering uni-
versity may impact positively or negatively on the effectiveness and range 
of the repertoire.

Language learning strategies are explored in a touchstone study 
by Rochecouste et al. (Rochecouste et al. 2012). Rochecouste et al. 
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poignantly indicate that language learning experiences prior to enroll-
ing on an EMI degree course may have equipped EMI participants with 
‘language learning strategies which can hinder their acquisition of course 
content’ (p. 7). Indeed, Rochecouste et al. found only very limited sig-
nificant correlation between language learning strategies and academic 
achievement, the latter measured through GPA. Risk-taking (i.e. willing-
ness to inference, experiment with less familiar language and to engage 
in interaction) was found to impact positively on GPA, whereas vocab-
ulary learning strategies characteristic of the language classroom were 
much less likely to serve students appropriately in EMI. Rochecouste 
et al.’s findings point to the need to ‘not only teach academic learn-
ing strategies, but also higher level language learning strategies’ (p. 7), 
although what constitutes the latter may still need to be established 
through more fine-grained research.

A number of strategies which have been reported to impact positively 
on language development in study abroad are synthesised by Magnan 
and Lafford (2012) from the research they reviewed for their contribu-
tion to The Routledge Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. Among 
these, some pre-existing knowledge of the language and culture, familiar-
ity with pragmatic conventions, a longer stay in the target context, the 
use of social media to establish networks pre-arrival, access to and partici-
pation in an interactive environment in which the target language is used 
(homestay, service learning, internships), limited contact with co-nation-
als during the study abroad period. Magnan and Lafford (2012) are writ-
ing about study abroad for the purpose of language learning, though 
these strategies are equally applicable to EMI. While they are phrased at 
a higher level of generality than the more specific language learning strat-
egies discussed in Rochecouste et al. (2012), they are a useful reminder 
of the need to scale strategies in terms of the resources that strategy users 
would be expected to invest.

Yet another set of strategies, namely the communicative and spontane-
ous interactional strategies used in low stakes, informal ELF environments 
to achieve constructive, highly cooperative interaction, are high-
lighted by Kirkpatrick (2010). Focus group participants in Kirkpatrick’s 
research conducted in an ASEAN setting anticipated lexical items that 
their interlocutors were preparing to use or even supplied the appro-
priate item in some cases. They made suggestions to help other partici-
pants develop their turns, or provided corrections to help meaning being 
put across. They went to considerable length to unpack—patiently and 
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supportively—interlocutor contributions which caused some initial confu-
sion by encouraging repetition, spelling out and clarification and by ‘let-
ting pass’ (p. 130) idiosyncratic pronunciation which did not negatively 
impact understanding. They ‘listened to the message’ (p. 131) rather 
than worry about accuracy. Speaker paraphrase, participant prompting 
and participant paraphrase were used to help repair or pre-empt poten-
tial breakdown. Topic changes were signalled explicitly so that speakers 
and participants would have a smooth conversation journey and avoid-
ance of local and idiomatic terms led Kirkpatrick to conclude that ‘these 
ELF speakers [were] consciously aware of the need to edit out any terms 
or idioms that might cause misunderstanding in ELF communication’  
(p. 137). Kirkpatrick reflects that localised usage of English carries a level 
of idiosyncrasy that might hinder successful communication. He notes 
that awareness of variation from a common understandable core and 
familiarity with cooperative strategies would help participants in lingua 
franca settings achieve their communicative goals. A contrasting experi-
ence, which serves to confirm the complex and heavily situated nature 
of communicative expertise rather than invalidate Kirkpatrick’s findings, 
is described by de Costa (2012) in his account of Daphne, a ‘designer 
immigrant’ (Daphne was an Indonesian student benefiting from an 
ASEAN scholarship in Singapore). In the high stakes context of per-
forming literate talk in English in an education setting, she incorporated 
Singlish into her linguistic repertoire to communicate effectively with 
peers, even though she had previously stated that Singlish did not equate 
with good English, thus demonstrating further that ‘ELF speakers are 
indeed capable of linguistic sophistication and sensitivity’ (p. 220).

In higher education settings, there is evidence to indicate that mes-
sages from less confident users of English are patiently and supportively 
listened to and read, but the tight scheduling of academic events, aca-
demic staff workloads, the imbalance between low and high stakes lan-
guage use combine to reduce opportunities to create the ‘high level of 
mutual understanding and cooperation’ (p. 127) that Kirkpatrick found 
in his research. There is also the possibility that information about avail-
able support is not presented in a way that encourages EMI participants 
to see its relevance, (re)frame their perceptions of accessing it in cul-
turally appropriate ways and thus fully benefit from it (Roberts et al. 
2017).

The opening chapter in this volume put forward a scenario in which 
three EMI participants positioned themselves very much on the margin 
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of a learning and teaching event which should ideally have resulted in 
lively discussion leading to personal and professional growth:

In a spacious and well-lit studio with less than perfect acoustics in an 
Anglophone context, two tutors and a group of first-year students are sit-
ting or standing in a fairly tidy semicircle, facing a display of design work-
in-progress. Behind the semi-circle, rectangular tables arranged in a block. 
Behind the block of tables, three East Asian students.

One possible continuation of this scenario in the spirit of honest, contex-
tually sensitive pedagogy could be as follows:

The tutors notice that the semi-circle does not include everyone. They 
look knowingly at each other and discreetly reposition themselves. They 
check if everyone has their work-in-progress to hand, ready to share, what 
aspect they would like guidance on and in what order students will display 
their work. They speak in an authoritative yet friendly tone and between 
them they address each student to ensure everyone feels included in the 
event. They reassure the students about the informal, supportive nature of 
the event and they run through some constructive ways of phrasing ques-
tions and comments. For a few minutes before the event starts, in pairs, 
the students share one aspect they feel they need to consider in more 
depth before they can move forward with their projects. This is to give 
them a dry run before they speak in front of the whole group and to lower 
anxiety.

The same scenario could perhaps be preceded by the following:

The course recruits a large number of international students and language 
is explicitly foregrounded to ensure that students’ growth in their profes-
sional fields is appropriately supported. The south-oriented inside wall of 
the studio is peppered with relevant keywords in different lettering, and 
students can scan QR codes next to each keyword to listen to podcasts 
by speakers with a range of values, interests and language repertoires that 
offer definitions and contextualisations. The corridor that leads to the stu-
dio is lined with past student projects (these are carefully selected every 
year) – the QR codes next to the projects lead to more podcasts, to written 
reflective notes by the project author as well as peer and tutor reviews. The 
course leader, not a native speaker herself, has a wealth of stories to share 
about her language learning experience in the design field. Professional 
design staff supporting the course engage in regular staff development 
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about clear and careful communication. The course has access to a spe-
cialist writing tutor who is regularly consulted when assessment briefs and 
guidelines are drawn up. Writing and language tutorials and workshops are 
available and regularly attended. Employability-related incentives are built 
into the course – the undergraduate student magazine has built a strong 
reputation in the field and students sign up for live projects which reward 
textual and visual work in equal measure.

For EMI providers to be in a position to guide EMI participants through 
their language development journeys in pedagogically honest ways, more 
research needs to be carried out into the nature of these journeys. The 
research could productively build on the conceptual work, methodologi-
cal recommendations and findings of studies reviewed throughout this 
volume, heeding the three key threads mentioned in Chap. 1: broadly 
defined needs analysis, ability to navigate the tension between and com-
plementarity of immersion and instruction, and sensitivity towards what 
counts as a good language learner and competent language user in EMI. 
The interview projects conducted specifically for this volume have added 
to the empirical research base by scoping participation in academic prac-
tices in EMI with a view to understanding, from EMI participants’ view-
point, ways in which participation experiences equate with meaningful 
language learning and development, some aspects which have a bear-
ing on the degree of success, as well as points of convergence with (or 
divergence from) formal language teaching. They have generated emic 
and ethically, rather than etically, elicited insights into how the Englishes 
(‘E’)  in EMI are learnt, used, developed, lived.

7.3  N  ot an End but a New Beginning…
Participants’ learning journeys continue beyond the research and beyond 
the writing of this volume. It is hoped that this volume will sensitise the 
full range of institutional stakeholders, from the top of the academic and 
managerial hierarchies, through subject academic teams to EAP practi-
tioners to ways in which these and other participants’ journeys can be 
nurtured.

Research is designed with a view to answering questions but in the 
process of arriving at an answer, which is inevitably partial and pro-
visional, more questions are generated. Some of these lead to fur-
ther research in a variety of overlapping fields. Others can be answered 
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through a close examination of current practice. Yet others have per-
sonal significance for the researcher who developed the initial project. 
The readers of Language Learning and Use in English-Medium Higher 
Education are invited to consider the following three questions:

How do successful EMI participants mobilize available resources to 
develop confidence in expertly contributing to dialogue in their chosen 
fields?

Which aspect of EAP course design should be highlighted and made more 
transparent and is most likely to impact on EMI participants’ willingness to 
engage with formal EAP provision?

What do EAP practitioners need to unlearn from their prior professional 
development in order to conduct and apply insights from needs analysis 
that are sufficiently fine-tuned to EMI participants’ transition from lan-
guage learner to language user?

The first question would be more appropriately addressed through aca-
demic research. The second could be answered through a practitioner 
lens. All three are personally significant to the author of this volume and 
readers are invited to develop theirs while reading Language Learning 
and Use in English-Medium Higher Education with or against the grain.
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Notes on the Research Process

Appendix

Note 1: The 3LU project (‘From language learner to language user 
in English-medium HE contexts: Identities, strategies, trajectories’)

Excerpt from the 3LU project summary:

Non-native speakers of English (NNSE) who pursue higher edu-
cation in an English-speaking country bring with them a vari-
ety of language learning experiences, which impact on the extent 
to which they are able to perform successfully during their course 
of study as well as in their professional field after graduation. This 
small-scale project has a social constructivist underpinning and 
focuses on the strategies that NNSE students use to develop their 
academic and professional English language knowledge and skills 
and the transformative role these strategies play in helping them 
negotiate the trajectory from language learner to (fully competent) 
language user. It aligns itself with a recent research trend in second 
language acquisition, which emphasises the importance of looking 
at how learning a language changes the learner as a person rather 
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than simply broadening their repertoire of knowledge and skills. 
[…] Purposive selection of participants [in semi-structured inter-
views] will ensure that there is as much variety as possible among 
participants in terms of prior experience of language learning and 
professional background or career aspirations.

The 3LU interviews with twenty-one postgraduate students were con-
ducted in May and June 2015, at the end of the taught component of 
the master’s courses on which they were enrolled, when students were 
about to begin their dissertation projects. Each interview was approxi-
mately sixty minutes long. The following list of core prompts was used 
for each interview:

a.	�What does the English language mean to you?
b.	�Tell me about your experience of learning English before you came 

to [university name].
c.	�What methods are you using this year to develop your English?
d.	�Describe a situation related to your course at [university name] in 

which you were able to use your English language skills successfully. 
Compare this to a situation in which you felt you would have ben-
efited from more language-related preparation.

e.	�What would you like to be able to do using the English language 
when you finish your course at [university name]?

Questions (a) and (e) sought attitudes towards English and instru-
mental aims, to use these as a frame of reference when interpreting what 
students did to ensure their English was fit for purpose on the course. 
Question (b) elicited students’ experience of English language learning 
prior to the postgraduate course and led into question (c) to establish in 
what way strategies developed in formal and out-of-class learning prior 
to the start of their postgraduate course were carried over into their UK 
language immersion experience, and compare these to the new strat-
egies that students decided to adopt in study abroad settings, in other 
words, how past experience informed their present practice. Question 
(d) asked for two specific examples of language use on the course, one 
successful, another less so. This was in order to understand how these 
learners viewed effective communication in an academic setting and the 
extent to which they felt their performance was a reflection of that view. 
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The timing of the interviews was chosen because at that stage in their 
academic journey they had sufficient experience of being a postgraduate 
student to provide lengthy, informed answers about their experience of 
language learning and use. Transcripts were created immediately after 
each interview so that preliminary analytical insights could feed into sub-
sequent interviews and generate rich data that confirmed, reframed and 
added depth to these insights.

Note 2: The AcLitT project (‘Academic literacy trajectories’)

The project was set up to explore key English language development 
and use experiences in first-year international undergraduate student 
journeys. It built on the 3LU experience, looking at trajectories longi-
tudinally through interviews conducted at three points during the aca-
demic year. Data collection and analysis were closely interrelated, as in 
the 3LU project. The first of three sets of individual interviews took 
place in November 2015, about a month into the start of the academic 
year, within the space of two weeks. The second set took place in March 
2016, and the third in the second half of May and first week of June. 
Insights from each interview informed the additional prompts in sub-
sequent stages, to capture any changes in perception as the year pro-
gressed. The choice of first-year undergraduates as research participants 
was made to provide a counterpoint to the accounts of postgraduates 
who had already accumulated experience as an undergraduate university 
student, albeit not necessarily in an EMI context, and were also more 
likely to have used English in a wider range of settings for employment 
or social purposes. None of the participants in the AcLitT or 3LU pro-
jects were studying linguistics or language teaching courses.

Core prompts used in the AcLitT interviews are included below.

Initial interviews [In]

[I1]	� Why did you decide to study in an English-speaking country?
[I2]	� What language study did you do to prepare to come to univer-

sity here?
[I3]	� Based on your experience so far, what situations and activities 

do you associate with learning English? What is the first thing 
that comes to mind if I say ‘learning English’?

[I4]	� How do you feel about your English at the moment?
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[I5]	� What are you currently doing to learn more English?
[I6]	� Give me an example of something new you have learnt about 

English language since you started your undergraduate course.
[I7]	� Things you find useful when learning English.

Mid-year interviews [Mn]

[M1]	�Y our language level at the moment (using CEFR map as a 
prompt)

[M2]	� One conversation you have had with a tutor or a colleague 
face-to-face about something study related

[M3]	�Y our reading environment and what and how you read
[M4]	�Y our preferred writing tools/medium
[M5]	� Some subject feedback you have received on your work; how it 

was given; how you made sense of it.

End-of-year interviews [En]

[E1]	� How do you feel about your English now? Has anything 
changed since we last spoke? In which situations do you feel 
most comfortable using English? Which situations do you still 
find challenging? Why do you think that is?

[E2]	� How does your English compare to that of other international 
students you met at [university name]?

[E3]	� Pick one coursework/project from this year you learnt the 
most from. Explain brief/actual work/feedback. What made it 
special, why did you choose to talk about this project in par-
ticular, what guidance did you receive while you were work-
ing on it, was there any specific language that you learnt while 
doing the work.

[E4]	� Pick five new words you have learnt on your course this year 
that you are likely to remember and use in the future.

[E5]	� Something you said in class or in a course-related meeting to 
which people reacted well.

[E6]	� A situation in which you would have wanted to say something/
more but could not or did not have the opportunity to.

[E7]	� If attendance at language classes was required on your course, 
what would these classes be like ideally? What would happen in 
them?
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Initial interviews lasted approximately half an hour; mid-year and end-of-
year interviews around 45 minutes.

Note 3: Olivia

As an exchange student who was simultaneously enrolled on a similar 
degree course in her home country, Olivia was in an excellent position to 
compare her experiences in the two settings. Olivia participated in three 
interviews staged similarly to the AcLitT project and using the same core 
questions. She wrote ten reflective pieces throughout the academic year, 
in response to a list of pre-agreed frames:

	 1.	� First impressions: your language level at the moment and what 
materials you associate with language learning and teaching

	 2.	� One conversation you have had with a tutor or a colleague face-
to-face about something study related

	 3.	�Y our reading environment and what and how you read
	 4.	�Y our preferred writing tools/medium
	 5.	� Some subject feedback you have received on your work; how it 

was given; how you made sense of it
	 6.	� A source of help with language
	 7.	� Self-evaluation of your communication in English so far and some 

plans you have to develop your language in the future
	 8.	� An email message you have had to write and what the response to 

it was
	 9.	� One really special thing that you discovered about your subject
	10.	� The most difficult coursework you have been asked to do or you 

are being asked to do.

The insights from the written pieces were then explored further in the 
mid-year and end-of-year interviews. Olivia also shared a fifteen-page 
summary report which she completed at the end of the academic year 
and the feedback she received on various pieces of work she produced for 
assessment purposes on the main module she attended.

Note 4: Informed consent and managing the interview situation

The protocol described in the excerpt below, from the ethical approval 
application form for the AcLitT project, was followed in all three 
research projects which underpin this volume.
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Participants will be informed that they can withdraw from the 
research within the three-week period between the interview and 
the point at which formal data analysis begins, and if they choose 
to do so, their data will be removed from the research database. 
Only the researcher will have access to the unanonymised infor-
mation, and the data will be stored securely in a password-pro-
tected environment. At the start of the research, participants will 
be informed that any confidential information they give during 
the course of the research will be treated as such and that they are 
fully entitled to ask the researcher to stop recording the interview 
if at any stage they choose to disclose sensitive information or feel 
uncomfortable about the direction of the conversation.
As participants may not have experience of being interviewed for 
research purposes, key points about the nature, aim and scope of 
the interviews will be included in the initial information letter. The 
core questions for the semi-structured interviews will be sent to 
participants in advance, to help them make an informed decision 
about whether to participate in the research.

The core questions were not necessarily asked in the order in which 
they were listed in previous notes, if the information shared by the inter-
viewees meant that it was more appropriate to prioritise some questions 
over others or to revisit points at various stages in the interview. The 3LU 
interviews took place in various teaching rooms on campus booked once 
a day and time had been agreed with the interviewees. The AcLitT and 
Olivia interviews, however, took place in a constant location to add to 
the sense of continuity. In these interviews, the core questions were dis-
played on a computer screen for the benefit of those interviewees who 
perhaps felt less comfortable responding spontaneously and needed more 
time to reflect. All interviews were recorded via the AudioNote app for 
iPad (http://luminantsoftware.com/iphone/audionote.html). The iPad 
was placed within reach of the interviewees, who were shown the record 
/pause/stop button as additional reassurance that they could stop the 
recording at any point should they wish to do so.

http://luminantsoftware.com/iphone/audionote.html
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