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Chapter 1 An Introduction to Academic English
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In the literature, a number of nomenclatures for “specialist English™ can be found in various
natural and social sciences. The most general names are “academic English”, “scientific Eng-
lish”, “technical English™ and “applied English”. There are also some more specific names as
“scientific English in agriculture”, “technical English in medicine”, “English in chemistry”,
“biological English”, and the like. Whatever the name is used, it remains that the general prin-
ciples and skills of using English to express different academic subjects are studied and dis-
cussed in this course. Therefore, the name “academic English” is thought more reasonable and

appropriate than all other nomenclatures.

1.1 Concept of academic English

As all of us know, English is the most widely used language in the world. However, expla-
nation for the word “academic” may be needed. In various dictionaries, the word “academic”
is either an adjective relating to education, especially education in colleges and universities, or
a noun referring to a member of an academy, college or university. No matter what, the aca-
demic is related mainly to science and technology.

Accordingly, “academic English” may be defined as a language science which studies the
theory and skills of applying English language in different academic (sciences and technology)
subjects.

Academic English is the genre of English used in the universities and institutes for research,
study and teaching. It is the language used in textbooks, in classrooms, and on tests. If you
read an article in an academic journal or listen to someone giving a presentation or a talk about
an academic subject in an academic environment, academic English is probably being used. If
you are studying in an English speaking university you will need to learn this type of English.
Native English speakers have to learn academic English too because it is not like the English
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that is used everyday by English speakers.

According to such definition, the emphasis of academic English course should not be situ-
ated on the elementary knowledge of academic science or on the language itself. It should
concentrate on the understandings of how to use the language effectively as a tool to express
the academic science. “To express” here would include “to speak”, “to read” or “to write” ac-
ademic stuffs in English.

1.2 Academic English course

Presently, many universities and colleges, or most of their academic majors, have the aca-
demic or professional English course for undergraduates or postgraduates in China. Unfortu-
nately, however, there has been no such a textbook for the course that discusses techniques of
applying English language in science and technology. There are some textbooks named “spe-
cialized English”, but most of these are just the kind of “selected readings of literatures”, be-
cause they only contained selected papers of individual sciences. Therefore, lecture-deliverers
(lecturers or professors) of the academic English course in these institutions only teach the
students how to read and understand the literatures they selected from their own specialized
subjects. A specialized English course lectured in the way of only guiding students to read
English literatures in their scientific subjects could arouse boredom but not interest of the stu-
dents. This situation is obviously abnormal and is bound to adversely influence quality of the
course teaching.

It is clear from the above definition of academic English that, as a course in various scien-
tific and technological fields, the emphasis of academic English should be placed neither on
the knowledge of the sciences nor on the language itself. Instead, the emphasis should be on
the understandings of how to use the language effectively by the students as a tool to express
the academic sciences. On the basis of this, the academic English course should teach students:
@O how to efficiently memorize new words and extend their vocabulary (both common and
technical words), @ how to effectively read different literatures (not only papers or reviews
in a specific subject or field), and 3 how to professionally write different documents (not
only research papers, but also some other sorts of write-up).

1.3 The academic English course book

In the recent decade, a number of academic (specialized) English course books for various
curricula (biology, agronomy, forestry, medicine, plant protection, horticulture etc.) were pub-
lished in China. However, almost all of these books were selected readings of papers or dis-
sertations in individual curricula. This is probably the primary explanation for the on-
ly-literature-reading lectures of academic English course in universities and colleges in China.

The present course book is perhaps a breakthrough of the limitation of previous professional



Chapter 1  An Introduction to Academic English +3.

English course books. Based on the above definition of academic English, this book is ar-
ranged into three major contents: vocabulary, reading and writing.

1) The vocabulary. Chapter 2 is attributed to discuss the English vocabulary. This chapter
outlines the methods of English word formation which includes mainly the conversion, composi-
tion, shortening and affixation. The word elements and their roles in forming words are also dis-
cussed. These will help students remember words easily and so extend their vocabulary quickly.

2) Academic reading. This part includes two chapters. Chapter 3 summarizes eight useful
reading skills. By using these skills it is expected that the readers will greatly improve the effi-
ciency (speed and understanding) of reading English materials. In chapter 4, eight essays on
different topics of agriculture and biology were written and presented to provide reading mate-
rials for the students pursuing the courses related to biology and agriculture sciences.

3) Academic writing. Chapters 5 to 9 are attributed to academic writing. In Chapter 5, gen-
eral errors and the causes of these errors in academic writing are distinguished; ways of
avoiding and correcting such errors are notified. Chapter 6 analyzes general structures and
organization of English articles or essays and how different sentences are assembled together
for presenting things or ideas plainly and logically through using various connectives. Many
useful connectives are listed into groups according to similarity of their meaning with the three
basic connectives and, or, but. Chapter 7 introduces the most important language functions
which are commonly used in academic writing; various sentence patterns and vocabulary are
given for each of the functions. Chapter 8 talks about general principles and structural ele-
ments of business letters and about how to write some important business letters. Chapter 9 is

the last chapter which presents fundamentals of research paper writing.

1.4 Organizing your study

There are some students who always do the right thing at the right time, as if by instinct.
They are never late with their work and are always well-prepared for any test that they have to
take. Unfortunately, this kind of students is very rare. Most of us find ourselves in a state of
panic and unpreparedness at some time or other, or even of deep despair of ever being suc-
cessful in our studies. We think “if only I had...” usually when it is too late. This is natural or
even normal, but it is also avoidable in most cases. We recognize this fact when we say “if |
had ...”. Now at the beginning of this course, it is a good time to advise you to organize your
studies well by looking at life style as a student and asking yourself if it is helping you to suc-
ceed or not.

To help you with this, you will find some questionnaires below. For the first three question-
naires you will see that there are three blank columns. Look at the questions and put a tick in

the yes column as appropriate. Leave the “For attention” column empty for the time being.
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1. Class work
For attention
1) Have you got a clear idea in your own mind that the course that you are doing
will benefit you ?
2) In general, do you find the subject interesting and stimulating?
3) If you had problems, would you discuss them with your teacher?
4) Do you miss class from time to time?
5) Are you often late for class?
6) Do you feel that the amount of your work is too much for you?
7) Do you complete and hand in your homework on time?
8) Do you have a system for doing the work that you are assigned?
9) Do you have a system for keeping notes, references etc. on the subject?
10) Do you take outline notes of lectures, discussions and important texts etc.?
2. Private study
For attention
1) Do you often go to library where you can work during your free time?
2) Do you have a special space for your free time study?
3) Do you know how many hours a week you spend
a) in classes?
b) on private study?
¢) recreation (sports, etc.)?
4) Have you made a plan of the number of hours a week you will spend on
a) revision?
b) homework?
¢) reading?
5) Do you preview and review your lectures?
6) Do you use internet resources in your daily studies?
3. General way of life
For attention
1) Do you have a hobby or recreation which takes your mind away from your
study for a while?
2) Do you take part in sport or any other regular exercise?
3) Do you get enough sleep (8 hours per night)?
4) Do you eat proper balanced diet?
5) Do you make lists of things that you have to do?
6) Have you got a small notebook in which you can write things (ideas, refer-

ences, etc.) down?

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No
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4. Special problems

The problems that are listed above apply to all students. This section lists some other more
serious problems and gives you opportunity to think about them and perhaps discusses them.
Write down your comments.

1) Do you find it difficult to relate to your roommates or classmates?

2) Do you have financial problems in making “ends meet™?

3) Do you find it difficult to get used to the weather here?

4) Do you find that it takes you a long time to read books and papers in English?

5) Are you conscious of any problems in writing English?

6) Do you have difficulty in following lectures or tutorials?

7) Have you got a good dictionary, grammar book of English?

8) Have you got a personal computer for internet surfing?

Now compare your answers with those of the average successful students given at the end
of this chapter. As you check through each questionnaire, put a large cross sign (x) in the space
on the left-hand side (For attention) where your answer is different.

Go over the items labelled with a cross sign (x). These items show areas of weakness in you
as a student. Some of the weakness may be less important than others. For example, it is pos-
sible to do well in your studies even if you do not have a private place of study; lack of interest
in the subject may be more serious matter.

When you finished, discuss your weakness points and also any comments you have written
down in answering the questionnaire 4 “special problems” with your roommates or lecturer.

5. Need for a personal timetable

One of the things you should know is where your time goes. It is very easy to deceive your-
self that you are working harder than you really are. To help you keep track of how you spend
your time. You will find a blank timetable here that you may copy to suit your own require-
ments(Table 1-1).

Table 1-1 Dairy in a week

Hour Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

06
07
08




