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Abstract 
 

This paper considers how the growing number of non-native speakers of English in 

the third level sector may be supported by lecturers in all disciplines, in line with the 

stated aim of the Intercultural Education Strategy 2010 – 2015 put forward by the 

Department of Education and Skills and the Office of the Minister for Integration.  

This document states as an action that ‘educators at all levels gain awareness of the 

fact that they are also teachers of language and have a key role to play in developing 

and enhancing the language competence of learners’ (DES, 2010, p.61).   

 

Some of the features of Academic English are then considered.  The distinction 

between Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic 

Language Proficiency (CALP) is explored.  The issue of vocabulary is looked at from 

a number of different angles: the predominance of words of Greek and Latin origin in 

academic language, and of words of Anglo-Saxon origin in spoken language; the 

difference in vocabulary thresholds for native and non-native speakers; specific and 

generic aspects of academic vocabulary as described in the ‘bricks and mortar’ model 

put forward by Dutro and Moran (2003).  Frequently occurring structures in academic 

language are identified, analysed, and clarified.  Conventions for paragraph structure 

are also examined and differences in these in different languages and cultures 

highlighted.  

 

Suggestions are made for how lecturers may facilitate the acquisition of CALP by 

drawing learners’ attention to the features of academic language, by compiling 

glossaries with colleagues or student groups, and by creating small scale research 

projects in the area.  Such initiatives, it is suggested, could also be helpful for native 

speakers of English who may also have difficulties with academic English, and link in 

with features of Universal Design (CEUD, 2012), with potential for more effective 

use of academic language among lecturing staff and the student body as a whole.   
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1. Introduction and Motivation 

 
Recent waves of migration into Ireland have brought a considerable increase in the 

number of learners at third level from migrant backgrounds (CSO, 2011; HEA, 2008). 

There is considerable diversity in their profile.  While some may have completed 

second level studies in Ireland where they account for approximately 10% of current 

cohorts (DES, 2010), others are mature students wishing to engage in third level 

studies for a first time, or to validate previously acquired skills or studies. Many of 

these students carry the disadvantage of not having English as a first language into 

third level (Linehan and Hogan, 2008; Lyons and Little, 2010). The Intercultural 

Education Strategy 2010 – 2015 produced by the Department of Education and Skills 

and the Office of the Minister for Integration prescribes a number of actions for each 

sector
1
 however it notes that it is essential that ‘educators at all levels gain awareness 

of the fact that they are also teachers of language’. (2010, p.61)  While this may be 

obvious at primary and even second level, it may be less so in the third level sector. 

 

This paper aims to raise awareness of some of the characteristics of academic 

language and provide an outline of strategies which could be adopted by lecturers in 

any discipline to help non-native speakers of English.  It also focuses on perceptions 

of lecturers which need to be challenged and finally makes recommendations for more 

effective approaches to dealing with issues relating to academic English.  

 

2. Academic Language 

 
What do we mean by Academic English?  Much of the research on English for 

Academic Purposes (EAP) has come from UK based universities who take in 

international students as part of their undergraduates studies or at post-graduate level 

(Jordan, 1997).  However the needs of some of our migrant students, and international 

students who coming onto undergraduate courses in year 1, may be quite different.      

Students who have already studied at third level through their mother tongue will have 

acquired the academic version of their first language along with higher order thinking 

                                                 
1
 The stated action at third level is:  ‘Teaching and learning strategies in higher education institutions 

include measures for students requiring additional support for the academic aspects of the language of 

instruction to ensure that they can fully access their learning programmes’. (DES, 2010, p.61) 
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skills, which may then be transferred to an English language context. Students who 

are undertaking third level studies for the first time through English, will not 

necessarily have these transferable skills.  

 

Entry requirements to third level education also need consideration.  A score of 6 is 

normally required on IELTS (International English Language Testing System) for 

access to third level.  In reality many of our students come through the CAO system 

where a D3 in ordinary level English becomes the de facto entry requirement.  One 

second level language support teacher estimates that a well-prepared student could 

achieve this grade while having a level of English as low as A2 on the Common 

European Framework (Thomson, 2010). This corresponds to a level acquired after 

approximately 18 months of language immersion.  Educational psychologist Jim 

Cummins (1984) would contend that while Basic Interpersonal Communications 

Skills (BICS) will be acquired by a migrant child immersed in a school setting with 

language support in approximately two years, it may take between five and seven 

years for a child to acquire Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). This 

is supported by US based researchers Thomas & Collier (1997) who argue that it may 

even take ten years to acquire CALP. Many students come to third level with adequate 

oral proficiency in English, however in their study of migrants and third level 

education, Linehan and Hogan (2008, p.75) note evidence that: ‘Even where students 

present with the necessary qualifications and standards, as demonstrated through tests 

such as IELTS, the demands of academic English were seen to be very challenging for 

any student for whom English was not his / her mother tongue.’  

 

There may be a significant gap, therefore, between the level of English which non-

native speaker students currently have and the type of language they are exposed to in 

third level lectures and readings, and which they in turn are expected to produce in 

oral and written assignments.  Students themselves are often unaware of where their 

problems are, and often cite ‘vocabulary’ as what they are lacking (Harris, 2011).  

While at primary and second level the Department of Education and Science has 

provided some training for teachers and some supports for students, at third level 

there has been a deficit of training, and supports have been ad hoc and piecemeal (Ní 

Chonaill, 2010). Where classes have been provided, attendance has often been poor, 
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with students stating as reasons for non-attendance, pressure of time from coursework 

and the content not being specifically relevant to their immediate needs.  Meanwhile 

lecturers across disciplines voice their concerns about students not being able to 

follow coursework and having considerable difficulties producing written assignments 

(Harris, 2011). This paper contends that lecturers can themselves come to a greater 

understanding of the nature of academic English and help their learners to understand 

and acquire the language they need to become more proficient.   

 

3. Features of Academic Language 

 
As in any pedagogical framework, the quality of the output will be a function of the 

quality of the input and the learner’s skills in converting the input into intake and 

subsequently into output. A reading model put forward by Kintsch and van Dijk 

(1978) posit that the learner has to deconstruct the language which is used as a vehicle 

for conveying information in order to build micro-propositions at sentence level and 

macro-propositions at paragraph level.  Once the information has been acquired it is 

stored as knowledge, and the language around it can quickly ‘decay’. Native speakers 

will retrieve the knowledge and put it into language again.  If a non-native speaker 

does not understand the language properly in the first instance, the information may 

be stored in partially understood terms, as bits and pieces of language and partially 

formed concepts rather than knowledge stored for future consideration.  This reflects 

the receptive and expressive attributes of academic language as depicted below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 – The relationship between - and functions of - the receptive and expressive attributes 

of academic language including the four domains of language (Cook Hirai et al, 2010, p.32) 
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The role of the lecturer is primarily to facilitate the acquisition of knowledge. 

Educators are used to the idea of scaffolding knowledge, scaffolding language can be 

key to this.  In the middle ages when books were scarce, a lecture consisted of reading 

out the information from a book and students writing it down, followed by discussion.  

Nowadays with a proliferation of texts and sources it is essential that the lecturer does 

something other than present the same material in the same way as the book.  

Previously we saw that while non-native speakers may be proficient in BICS, creating 

a bridge to CALP may be the real challenge.  The lecturer can create this bridge by 

showing awareness of the gap between the two.  As lecturers we repeat and 

paraphrase to make the content more salient and understandable for our learners.  

When this repetition and paraphrasing focuses on the movement between BICS and 

CALP we are facilitating learning and also the language used around the knowledge 

we are presenting. Issues relating to vocabulary and structures associated with CALP 

will now be considered in more detail. 

 

The Bricks and Mortar words of Academic English  

Students tend to be aware of their lack of vocabulary for the specific domain in which 

they are studying (Linehan and Hogan, 2008), but less aware of more generic 

academic vocabulary needed for expressing ideas in academic language.  One way of 

understanding this is to consider what Dutro and Moran (2003) called the ‘bricks’  or 

content specific vocabulary,  and the ‘mortar’ or general academic language.    

 Bricks  Mortar  

Language 

Arts  

Imagery, alliteration, theme, 

metaphor, plot 

That is, implies, contains, leads us to 

believe, teaches a message 

History Revolution, emancipation, rights, 

oligarchy  

Therefore, as a result, consequently, 

consists of 

Maths  Reciprocal, balance, proof,  

hypotenuse, obtuse, matrix 

If…then, end up with, derive, thus, 

suppose 

Science Mitosis, gravity, force, sublimation  Hypothesis, variable, infer, results, 

dependent. 

Table 3.1 – Examples of Brick and Mortar terms in different content areas (Zwiers, 2008, p.23) 

Zwiers argues that academic language may be perceived to be made up mostly of 

‘bricks’, when in fact the ‘mortar’ words are what students need ‘to create coherent 

and logical sentences and paragraphs... are often needed to describe higher-order 

thinking skills ... these are the often untaught, yet integral, words that hold complex 
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ideas together’ (Zwiers, 2008, p.22).  The challenge here is for lecturers to become 

aware of the ‘mortar’ elements of language associated with their subject area.  In 

providing a model answer for students, or sharing a particularly good essay written by 

a native speaker, or even an extract from a book or article, a lecturer could spend 10 

minutes underlining some of the words and expressions used to construct the 

argument of the text and making these salient for students.   

 

Vocabulary Thresholds  

According to Cameron, (2001, p.75), ‘the gap between vocabulary size in first and 

foreign language is very large, and seldom closed, even by adult FL learners after 

many years of study’.  A native speaker will have acquired 5,000 word families by the 

age of 5, and 20,000 by the end of second level studies, with the potential for that to 

increase indefinitely depending on the range of educational opportunities and life 

experiences available. A non-native speaker will acquire vocabulary at the rate of 500 

word families in the first year then approximately 1,000 per year in an immersion 

setting.  According to Nation (2001), knowledge of 3,000 word families, which would 

equate to almost 4 years of living and studying in Ireland, would give the learner 90% 

understanding of conversational language but only 80% of journalistic texts and even 

less for more specialised texts.  This equates to difficulties with one in every ten 

words in spoken language, but one in every five words in written language.  It is 

easier to guess the meaning of a word in context when they occur in a sentence where 

all of the other words are understood (Nation, 2001).  This highlights the need to 

increase general vocabulary thresholds as well as targeting the vocabulary for the 

specific discipline.    

 

Vocabulary of BICS and CALP 

Another difficulty specific to the English language is the fact that it is made up of a 

base of Anglo-Saxon words which we use in conversational English, but 60% of the 

words we encounter in written texts are of Greek or Latin origin (Corson, 1995).  

While learners with a background of European languages may find these easy, 

learners from other language backgrounds will be encountering a significantly 

alternative lexicon to that which they would be accustomed to in spoken English. 

Coxhead (2000) compiled a list of 570 frequently occurring academic words for 
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learners of English.  An analysis of the first 60 of these reveals just one word income 

of Anglo-Saxon origin, while six (marked in black) are of Greek origin and the 

remainder came from Latin, in some cases through Old French.    

analyse  constitute establish indicate occur role 

approach context estimate individual percent section 

area contract evident interpret period sector 

assess create export involve policy significant 

assume data factor issue principle similar 

authority define finance labour proceed source 

available derive  formula legal process specific 

benefit distribute function legislate require structure 

concept economy identify major research theory 

consist environment income method respond vary 

Table 3.2 – First 60 of 570 words from Coxhead's Academic Word List. 

 

Lecturers can help facilitate learners’ acquisition of these new words by providing 

them with the equivalent in words of Anglo-Saxon origin, for example: to benefit / to 

get something good from something; to identify / to pick out and find; a method / a 

way of doing something; a period / an amount of time.  However in many instances a 

longer explanation will be needed.  There is evidence to suggest that learners acquire 

meaning more easily when the native speaker elaborates (produces a whole sentence 

to explain it) rather than simplifies (provides a simple term which corresponds more 

or less to the word) as it contextualises the word making it more meaningful (Harris, 

2005).  The word ‘significant’ would need to be explained as ‘a significant difference, 

a difference which was quite important, quite large, which makes you pay attention to 

it.’  Vocabulary tends to be learned incrementally and there are considerable benefits 

to deliberately using a word or term again with a view to consolidating knowledge of 

it within a few days of first explaining it.  In this way a lecturer could gradually build 

familiarity with a certain amount of key vocabulary and phrases.    

 

Derived Words 

Xu (2010, p.15) points out that academic words also tend to be longer and multi-

syllabic which can seem off-putting initially but in fact if students have the skills to 

break down the syllables into units of meaning this may not be an issue.  She 
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highlights in particular the number of derivational words.  Simple rules can be 

provided for some words so that even antidisestablishmentarianism can be broken 

down effectively by understanding the meaning of various suffixes and affixes anti-

dis-establish-ment-arian-ism.  However very different meanings can occur with words 

which look similar such as: uncompetitive / anticompetitive; industrial / industrious; 

economic / economical.  By becoming more aware of such items in the domain of 

studies, a lecturer can anticipate some of the issues which may arise and highlight 

them in class.   

 

The Structures of Academic Language  

Academic language is marked by more complex structures which often do not occur 

frequently in spoken language.  In the table below features identified by Xu (2010) are 

listed and examples are provided followed by strategies for facilitating understanding 

and acquisition of the form. 

Feature Academic language Everyday Spoken language  

Active V. 

Passive 

Interest rates were raised and personal 

finances were stretched. 

The banks raised interest rates and 

these increases stretched borrowers’ 

personal finances. 

Strategy: Clarify who did what – convert passive to active and back again 

Nominalisation 

of verbs 

Destruction and devastation during the 

earthquake caused a significant amount of 

homelessness. 

The earthquake destroyed many 

buildings and as a result many people 

lost their homes. 

Strategy: Clarify the relationship between the nominalised verb and other mentioned and 

unmentioned elements – who is involved in the homelessness? 

Relative clauses The article in the Times which the prime 

minister was referring to concerned the 

Minister for Finance who people no 

longer believe in and whose policies are 

deemed ineffective. 

The prime minister referred to an 

article in the Times concerning the 

Minister for Finance.  People no 

longer believe in him and his policies 

aren’t working.  

Strategy: Simplify the relations by breaking down the relative clauses so that each clause can stand 

on its own, or use simpler connectors between elements. 

Conditional 

constructions 

We would have had peace by now, if they 

had withdrawn from the Middle East last 

year.   

They should have pulled out of the 

Middle East last year. We would 

have peace by now. 

Strategy: Break it down into two separate sentences, put them in chronological order 

Present and 

past participles 

Given the weather conditions and having 

arrived at the airport shortly after 

midnight, on being approached by the 

press, only a short statement on the 

purpose of his visit was given.  

The weather conditions were poor 

when he arrived at the airport shortly 

after midnight, so when the press 

approached him he only gave a short 

statement on the purpose of his visit. 

Strategy: Break it down and put the elements in chronological order, use full verbs instead of 

participles 
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Complex 

relations 

between 

elements 

In spite of not wishing to sell the 

company, he felt he had no alternative but 

to do so. 

He didn’t want to sell the company, 

but he felt he had no choice,  he just 

had to sell it.  

Strategy: Make two stand-along phrases connected with but – repeat the verb to further clarify 

Table 3.3 – Examples of structures found in Academic Language based on Xu (2010)  

 

From the examples above some general rules become apparent: Firstly, the most 

understandable form of sentence is one which has a subject a verb and an object, 

preferably in that order.  Secondly, sequencing events in chronological order can help 

to clarify the relationship between them.  Thirdly, short sentences linked by simple 

connectors such as ‘and’ or ‘but’ are common in speech and easy to understand. It is 

important to stress however that it is not just a case of giving the students the easy 

version of the sentences, but to move between the more academic expression and the 

more oral version in order to increase the learners’ awareness of the forms.   

 

Paragraph Structure  

The examples above of sentence structure highlight some of the conventions 

regarding how information is presented in English in both conversational and more 

academic contexts.  It is important to remember however that these conventions are 

both linguistic and cultural and as lecturers we need to be aware that other cultures 

and other languages may present information in different ways and we need to be 

cautious about judging what learners write to be ‘not logical’ or paragraphs ‘not 

constructed properly’.  Let us consider the following passage:  

Invited to speak in Berlin before the German Deputies of the Commission for European 

Affairs of the Bundestag, Pierre Muscovici went to great lengths, on Wednesday the 19
th

 of 

January, to justify the cautious approach of the French Government with regard to the inter-

governmental conference responsible for preparing the Union for forthcoming enlargements, 

which came under, in recent times, criticism, notably from Jacques Delors in an interview 

with Le Monde.   

 

While this might seem unacceptable to most English speakers and the word and 

sentence order judged not logical, it is in fact a direct translation from French of an 

article written in a reputable daily newspaper.  To show a student how to re-structure 

such a paragraph in a way which follows writing conventions in English would be 

appropriate, for example starting with the date, the main person involved, the event 

and then the main statement followed by sub-statements. However to judge the 
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student as ‘weak’ or their ideas ‘illogical’ or ‘unclear’ is to make a judgement from an 

ethnocentric standpoint.  In the field of intercultural studies, one of the stumbling 

blocks highlighted is a tendency to categorise behaviour as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ when it is 

merely different (Barna, 1994).  As lecturers we also have to learn to be tolerant of 

information provided by students in unexpected formats and expressed in unfamiliar 

ways and not jump to conclusions about their general level of knowledge or 

intelligence.   

 

5. Conclusions and Future Work 

This paper has dealt with just a few areas of academic language – vocabulary and 

sentence and paragraph structure.   There are many other interesting areas to look at 

including the use of idiom, the dangers of figurative language, discipline specific 

fields of language, and different text types.  These aspects were focused upon to show 

how lecturers in any domain, by becoming more aware of language, can play a role in 

facilitating the acquisition of academic language.  The need for lecturer training is 

apparent in this regard, as well as a consideration of what other supports could be put 

in place for learners.  If a lecturer can anticipate the type of language needed by 

learners, this could be compiled as a glossary in advance of delivery of a module.  

Glossaries such as these could be compiled over time by teams of lecturers or as 

minor research projects to be carried out by students.  

 

Supports of any of these types which have been tried out by this researcher have been 

seen to benefit not only non-native speakers of English, but also many other students 

who for various reasons find academic English a very different language to the 

language they use to communicate with in their everyday lives.  It also ties in with 

some of the Department of Education and Science concerns around literacy, as we are 

dealing here with the issue of academic literacy. Such approaches link into features of 

Universal Design (CEUD, 2012), with potential for more effective use of academic 

language among lecturing staff and the student body as a whole.  
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