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• To introduce teachers to language features and purposes of academic texts

• To discuss effective strategies for deepening students’ awareness and
understanding of the role of academic use of English in achieving the purposes of
different academic texts

• To provide teachers with hands-on activities on designing learning activities that
engage students in exploring the academic use of English in academic texts and
applying them in writing academic texts

Workshop Objectives



• Typical features of the academic use of English

• Linguistic features in academic/formal texts

• Academic use of English in reading and writing

Workshop Agenda





Importance of Academic Language

“Academic language is the language needed by students to understand and 
communicate in the academic disciplines. Academic language includes such things as 
specialized vocabulary, conventional text structures within a field (e.g., essays, lab 

reports) and other language related activities typical of classrooms, (e.g., expressing 
disagreement, discussing issues, asking for clarification). Academic language includes 
both productive and receptive modalities. One of your goals for the learning segment 
should be to further develop your students’ academic language abilities. This means 
that your learning objectives should focus on language as well as on content. You can 
and should communicate content through means other than language, e.g., physical 

models, visuals, demonstrations. However, you should also develop your students’ 
abilities to produce and understand oral and written texts typical in your subject area 

as well as to engage in language-based tasks.”

(Sato & Curis, 2008)



• “the specialized language, both oral and written, of academic settings that facilitates 
communication and thinking about disciplinary content” (Nagy & Townsend, 2012, p. 
92)

• “the language used in school to acquire new or deeper understanding of the content 
and to communicate that understanding to others” (Gottlieb & Ernst-Slavit, 2013, p. 2)

• “the language used in school to help students acquire and use knowledge” (Anstrom
et al., 2010, p. iv)

• “the formalized language of school … builds a foundation that helps our students 
define terms, form concepts, and construct knowledge” (Johnson, 2009, p. 1)

Definition of Academic Language



• Language across the Curriculum (LaC)

• English as the medium of instruction (EMI)

Academic Use of English

Most immediate source:
Textbooks and reference books

Student-generated texts (e.g., assignments):
Lab reports, research reports, essays, 

proposals, formal letters, etc.
What are the key 

academic language 
functions served by 

these texts?



Academic Use of English

Lab Reports 
(Science)

To describe 
procedures

To report 
observations

To explain causality 
and reasons

To make speculations

Research Projects 
(e.g., Citizenship & 

Social Development)

To define and 
describe an issue

To synthesise 
information

To evaluate evidence 
and perspectives

To argue and 
persuade

Essays (e.g., History, 
Geography, 
Economics)

To interpret and 
evaluate

To justify and 
persuade

To compare and 
contrast

Formal Letters and 
Proposals (e.g., 

English)

To state a purpose 
and make requests

To justify and provide 
reasons

To make 
recommendations

To persuade and 
anticipate outcomes



Major Purposes of Academic Texts

Explaining

•To clarify concepts, processes or causes and 
effects (e.g. explaining how public housing 
developed in Hong Kong)

Describing and reporting

•To present factual information or findings in 
a neutral tone (e.g., lab reports, historical 
accounts, survey reports or news-style 
factual descriptions)

Comparing and contrasting

•To highlight similarities and differences 
between ideas, systems, places or data sets 
(e.g. comparing two housing policies or two 
energy sources)

Sequencing / Procedures

•To give ordered steps or stages in a process 
(e.g., experimental procedures, instructions, 
timelines of events or “how-to” 
explanations)

Problem-solution

•To identify an issue, analyse causes and 
effects, and propose or evaluate solutions

Arguing and evaluating

•To present a stance, support it with reasons 
and evidence, and weigh alternatives



Academic Use of English

Academic use of 
English

A purposeful practice or 
application that 

emphasises the functional, 
strategic and contextual 
deployment of English to 

achieve specific goals

Use English appropriately for a 
purpose and to perform a function 

(e.g., use of passive voice in lab 
reports to maintain objectivity)

Connecting form
to function

Teaching Implication
Design activities where students explore 
how language is used in texts to achieve 

purposes and then apply that 
understanding in their own writing



Academic-style texts

• informative, expository or argumentative 

texts

• formal letters

• proposals

• problem-solution essays

• editorials

• ……

Academic Use of English

Formality

Structured arguments or explanations, 
paraphrasing, logical organisation, cohesion and 

coherence, discriminating between main ideas and 
supporting details, etc.



Features of Academic-style Texts



Comparison: At Word Level
Everyday English Academic Use of English

Common, everyday informal words and phrases
More formal, specialised vocabulary, discipline-specific 
jargon 

More general or colloquial terms, and may not be as 
concerned with precision (e.g., OK)

Precise and accurate terminology to convey specific 
meanings (e.g., acceptable, appropriate)

Use contractions, informal expressions, and incomplete 
sentences for the sake of brevity or familiarity

Avoid contractions, slang or informal expressions

Avoid excessive acronyms in order to be accessible to a 
wider audience

Occasional use of acronyms (typically defined on first use)

Fewer qualifiers and modifiers, leading to a more 
straightforward and direct communication style

Qualifiers and modifiers to provide nuance and precision in 
describing concepts or ideas (e.g., a significant proportion)

Use figurative language, such as idioms and metaphors, to 
convey meaning in a more creative and expressive way

Figurative language used less frequently



Comparison: At Sentence Level
Everyday English Academic Use of English

Personal pronouns (I, you, we) to convey a sense of 
subjectivity or personal opinion

Third-person pronouns (he, she, they) to convey a sense of 
objectivity

Use the active voice more frequently
Use the passive voice to convey objectivity and focus on the 
action rather than the subject

Simpler sentence structures, usually basic subject-verb-
object patterns

More complex sentence structures with more subordination 
and coordination

More flexibility and tolerance for colloquialisms, slang, and 
informal grammar

Greater emphasis on correct grammar, punctuation, and 
sentence mechanics

More direct and assertive in expressing opinions or making 
statements (e.g., always, never, definitely, everyone knows)

Hedging and cautious language to express uncertainty or to 
qualify statements (e.g., may, might, tends to, in many cases, 
is likely to)

Shorter clauses/sentences
More information packed into noun groups (e.g., the rapid 
increase in…, the main reason for…, the impact of…)



Comparison: At Paragraph Level
Everyday English Academic Use of English

More concise and may rely on context or assumptions
Longer and more detailed explanations, with a focus on 
precision and clarity

Personal opinions, biases, and subjective viewpoints without 
the need for extensive analysis or objectivity

An objective and analytical approach to information and 
ideas

More frequent topic shifts and looser sequencing, with 
meaning carried by context rather than formal connectives

Clearer transitions to maintain coherence between ideas 
within and across paragraphs



Comparison: At Text Level
Everyday English Academic Use of English

Structure and organisation may be less important; may not 
adhere to strict organisational patterns and may be more 
conversational and spontaneous

A structured and organised approach (Introduction → Body 
→ Conclusion); ideas presented in a logical and coherent
way, with clear transitions between sections

Stronger emotion/judgement (e.g., wonderful, awesome, 
terrible, amazing, ridiculous)

More measured evaluation (e.g., problematic, beneficial, 
ineffective, significant); a focus on facts and evidence

No formal citations or sources
Citations and references to support claims and provide 
evidence

More on personal opinions, anecdotes, and less formal 
methods of persuasion

A stronger emphasis on presenting evidence, logical
reasoning, and constructing well-supported arguments

Casual, conversational and subjective tone Objective and formal tone

Often assume shared meaning Often define key terms or narrow meaning



Vocabulary Sentence structures Tone and stance

Decontextualisation Genre

The degree of 
familiarity of 

topic or 
audience based 
on the contextSomething not 

in the 
immediate 

physical 
environment

Specific form or type of 
discourse that has 

distinguishing lexical and 
grammatical features

(Barnes et al., 2021)

Features and Description of Academic Language



• Everyday vocabulary vs topic/subject-specific vocabulary
• General/vague wording vs. precision (e.g., Do we know a more specific quantity/condition?)

• Personal vs. impersonal language
• Objectivity signals (e.g., Does the sentence focus on ideas or people?)
• Certainty level (e.g., How sure does the writer sound?)
• Evidence signals (e.g., Does the writer show where the ideas come from?)
• Sentence “packaging” (e.g., How much information is expressed in one sentence?)
• Linking and logical signposting (e.g., How does the writer guide the reader through the 

logic?)

• Audience and situation clues (e.g., Who is this written for? In what setting?)
• Purpose (e.g., Is the writer explaining, arguing, evaluating, reporting, comparing?)

Making Comparison using Student-friendly Language



Formal Objective Precise Technical

An important teaching focus:
Language features needed to realise these!





Reading and Understanding 
Academic Texts:

Practical Strategies



In Simple Terms…

Text type

+

Purpose

Language 
functions

Vocabulary

+

Language features

Different purposes = Different language



• Study the text

• Determine its communicative purpose

• Support your decision based on the language choices in the text

• What language functions can you identify in the text?

Purpose-Feature Connection



• Study the text again.

• Design at least two in-class activities to help your students read the text

❑ understand what is being said (content) and how it is being said (language 
functions/features)

❑ understand the relationship between the two

Purpose-Feature Connection

Focus on the 
academic use of 
language, NOT 
reading skills



• Would you adapt the reading text to better suit your learners? If so, how would you 
adapt the text?

• How would you adapt the activities to cater for learner diversity?

Reflection



Types of 
vocabulary

General / 
everyday / core 

vocabulary

Academic 
vocabulary

Technical 
vocabulary

Basic words used 
often in everyday 

conversation

More complex, 
frequently occurring 
words in academic 

settings across a 
variety of disciplines

Highly 
specialised/technical 
low-frequency words 
that are related to a 

specific discipline

(Beck et al., 2013)



• Parts of speech

• Word formation (e.g., prefixes, roots)

• Semantic relationships (e.g., synonyms and antonyms)

• Collocations

• Polysemantic words

• Register (e.g., formal vs. informal; slang vs. academic)

• Connotation (i.e., positive, negative, neutral)

Vocabulary Learning and Teaching



Writing Academic Texts:
Practical Strategies



Overall Analysis

Purpose Audience Tone

Content Text type

• Read the text and identify the following:



• Study the text

• Design at least two in-class activities to help your students write this text (a balanced 
discussion)

Writing Academic Texts

Intro

Issue + context + 
both sides + 

preview

Pros

3-4 points with 
explanation

Cons

3-4 points with 
explanation

Conclusion

Balanced 
judgement + 

recommendation



Genre-based + Process Writing Approach

Build ideas
Deconstruct 

model
Practise

language
Plan

Joint write
Independent 

write
Feedback 

and redraft



• Study the text

• Drawing on some of the strategies/techniques introduced just now, what classroom 
activities would you design to help your students produce one of the sections of this 
text?

Your Try: Putting Everything Together



Curriculum Planning: Progressive Development

Unpacking dense 
information

Skill in comprehending and using complex words and complex sentences that facilitate 
concise communication (e.g., nominalisations, embedded clauses, expanded noun 
phrases)

Connecting ideas 
logically

Skill in comprehending and using ‘connectives’ prevalent in academic texts to signal 
relationships between ideas (e.g., consequently, on the one hand … on the other hand)

Tracking participants 
and ideas

Skill in identifying or producing the terms or phrases used to refer to the same 
participants or themes throughout an academic text (e.g., Water evaporates at 100 
degrees Celsius. This process …).

Organising analytic 
texts

Skill in organising analytic texts, especially argumentative texts, according to its 
conventional academic structure (e.g., thesis, argument, counter-argument, conclusion) 
and paragraph-level structures (e.g., compare/contrast; problem/solution)

(Barr et al., 2019; Uccelli, Bar et al., 2015)



Curriculum Planning: Progressive Development
Understanding 
metalinguistic 
vocabulary

Skill in understanding precise meanings, in particular, in using language to make thinking 
and reasoning visible, known as metalinguistic vocabulary (e.g., hypothesis, 
generalisation, argument)

Understanding a 
writer’s viewpoint

Skill in understanding or using markers that signal a writer’s viewpoint, especially 
‘epistemic stance markers’, those that signal a writer’s degree of certainty in relationship 
to a claim (e.g., certainly; it is unlikely that)

Recognising academic 
language

Skill in recognising more academic language when contrasted with more colloquial 
language in communicative contexts where academic language use is expected (e.g., 
more academic vs. more colloquial definitions of nouns)

(Barr et al., 2019; Uccelli, Bar et al., 2015)



https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/references-resources/LPF/website/background/index.html

https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/references-resources/LPF/website/background/index.html


https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/references-resources/LPF/website/lpf/index.html

https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/references-resources/LPF/website/lpf/index.html


Strategies for Developing Academic Use of English

1. Developing students’ academic language takes purposeful, well-planned 
instruction

2. Pair language objectives with content objectives in every lesson so 
students learn how to express what they are learning

3. Differentiate your approach to meet students’ diverse language levels, 
backgrounds and learning styles. This ensures that all learners can access 
and use academic English effectively.



Strategies for Developing Academic Use of English
Explicit Instruction

•Explain and exemplify academic language 
features (e.g., transition words, complex 
sentences or discipline-specific terms) 
clearly and explicitly

•Model the use of key vocabulary and 
appropriate grammar in both spoken and 
written forms so students can see it in 
action

•Incorporate guided practice where 
students try new language structures with 
immediate feedback to refine accuracy 
and confidence

•Use think-alouds to show how academic 
language functions inside real tasks (e.g., 
summarising a text or justifying a 
viewpoint)

•Create visual supports (e.g., word walls, 
anchor charts, graphic aids) to 
continuously reinforce important words 
and phrases

Scaffolding

•Connect new (academic) terms to what 
students already know by activating prior 
knowledge and experiences

•Use graphic organisers (e.g., concept 
maps, Venn diagrams) to help students 
visually structure complex ideas

•Provide sentence starters and frames to 
support both academic speaking and 
writing, gradually removing support as 
proficiency increases

•Employ the gradual release model (I do, 
we do, you do) to move students from 
teacher guidance to independent use of 
academic language

•Offer repeated opportunities for practice 
and application (e.g., in discussions, 
writing tasks) to develop fluency in 
context

Integrating Language with Content Areas

•Embed language instruction directly into 
subject lessons rather than treating it as a 
separate skill area

•Identify and explicitly teach the 
high-value vocabulary, grammar 
structures and text types needed within 
each content area (e.g., science reports, 
history arguments)

•Use authentic materials (e.g., news 
articles, infographics or lab reports) to 
expose students to how English functions 
in real academic and professional settings

•Build in academic talk (e.g., debates, 
small-group discussions, presentations) to 
help students apply academic English 
orally before transferring it to writing

•Design writing tasks that require 
purposeful use of academic language 
(e.g., explanations, comparisons and 
justifications) linked to classroom content



https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-
edu/references-resources/Academic-Eng/home.html

https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/references-resources/Academic-Eng/home.html


https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-
edu/Academic-Eng/e-platform/index.html

https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-
development/kla/eng-edu/references-

resources/Academic-
Eng/resource_pack.html

https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/Academic-Eng/e-platform/index.html
https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/curriculum-development/kla/eng-edu/references-resources/Academic-Eng/resource_pack.html






Summary

• Typical features of academic/formal English (e.g., objective, precise)

• Linguistics features in academic/formal texts (e.g., nominalisation, reported 
speech, complex sentences, passive voice)

• Academic use of English in reading and writing (e.g., moves analysis, 
language functions)



Thank you! ☺
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