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The most urgent grammar and vocabulary elements that need to be intensively and extensively taught for academic writing:

· The accessible repertoire of common academic nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs (e.g. analysis, develop, dramatic, evidently)

· Contextual functions and (accurate) uses of verb tenses in discourse

· Functions and uses of the passive voice in academic text

· Functions of adverbs in pivoting discourse and information flow

· Regularities in phrase and sentence construction

· Backgrounding information in subordinate clauses

· Textual features of cohesion and coherence in discourse

· Functions and uses of hedges in academic prose





(Based on  Hinkel, 2002)
How to Figure Out What to Teach and What Not to Teach

(aka Needs Analysis)

For academically-bound L2 learners, a reasonable degree of grammatical accuracy represents a factor of crucial importance in their academic, professional, and social opportunities (Celce-Murcia, 1991; Celce-Murica & Hilles, 1988; Ellis, 1990, 1994; Fries, 1945; Hammerly, 1991; Schmidt, 1994). 
Although the writing of different students may include a broad range of issues that can benefit from instruction, it is not difficult to identify commonalities.  

Realistic expectations of student progress should take into account that:  

(1) not every problematic issue in student writing needs to be addressed in teaching, just the important ones (see above). 
(2) problems in student writing can be broadly similar but not necessarily identical 

(3) if the writing of most (or even several) students exhibits a specific problem (e.g. sentence fragments, countable/uncountable nouns, or repetitive vocabulary), then it should be addressed in teaching, even when one or two students' writing does not seem to have these types of problems

(4) a flexible course plan can be amended when the teacher concludes that (further) instruction in a particular aspect of language use is not needed

What not to teach -- low priority constructions


The following features of academic writing and text have been identified as rare, and, in fact, some are never encountered in large written academic and NS student writing corpora (Biber, 1988; Biber, et al., 1999; Hinkel, 2002a; Quirk, et al., 1985).  Although many of these are traditionally taught in practically all ESL grammar courses, the features listed below may have a verifiably reduced importance in teaching L2 learners to become proficient academic writers.  These constructions have a low priority, particularly when the teacher and learners have a limited amount of time to make maximum gains in improving the quality of students' writing skills.  

Nouns and the Noun Phrase

· first and second person pronouns and contexts that require their uses, e.g. personal narratives/examples/experiences

· indefinite pronouns (someone, anything, nobody, everything)

· existential there-constructions (there is a view that… )

· prepositions, with the exception of collocations (see chapters 4, Nouns, and 8, Lexical Verbs)

Verbs and the Verb Phrase

· past perfect and past perfect progressive (had sung, had been singing)
· passive voice in complex tenses and aspects (will have been sung, is going to be sung, was being sung)
· the future tense and the predictive modal would
· modals of obligation (must, have to) and permission (you may sit down now)
· contractions (don't, can't)

· place adverbials (here, in the house)

· emphatic constructions and markers (I do agree that this method is better; absolutely, all, always)

· by-phrase passives (the depth is determined by the technician during the experiment)

Main and Subordinate Clause Constructions

· Wh- and yes/no questions (What is the main idea of this article?  Does it matter what the public thinks?)

· That- noun clauses in the subject position (that fruit farming is not profitable is an established fact)

· Sententential clauses (she did not recognize me, which was not surprising)

· Adverb clauses of cause (because …, since …, for…)

· Reduced adverb clauses (when moving the equipment; having moved the equipment)

· Reduced adjective clauses (the team developing a new system)

Exaggeratives and Intensifiers 

awful(-ly), bad (-ly), by all means, deep(-ly), forever, enormous(-ly), entirely, ever, exact(-ly), extreme(-ly), for sure, huge(-ly), no way, perfect(-ly), pure(-ly), so (+adjective/verb), strong(-ly) sure(-ly), too (+ adjective), terrible(-ly), total(-ly) unbelievable (-ly)

Conversational Hedges

anyway, dead (+ adjective -- dead right, dead wrong), in a way, like (like, you know), maybe, pretty, pretty much, something like, sort of, (as) we all know, as far as we/I know, as is (well) known, as you/everyone know(s), as the saying goes, obvious(-ly), of course, (as) everyone/people/they say(s), from what I hear/know/see/ understand
Needs analysis for curriculum development


To date, much research has been conducted to identify the prevalent features of student academic writing and text (Byrd & Reid, 1998; Chang & Swales, 1999; Coxhead, 1998; Hinkel, 1995c, 1997b, 1999a, 2002a; Hyland, 1998; Hyland & Milton, 1997; Johns, 1997; Laufer & Nation, 1995; Myers, 1996, 1999; Nation, 1990, 2001; Ostler, 1987; Poole, 1991; Santos, 1984, 1988; Scollon, 1991, 1993a, 1993b; Shaw & Liu, 1998; Swales, 1990b, 1990a, to mention just a few).  However, as experienced teachers know, students are different in each class, and so are their language learning needs, even when the majority have the same educational goals of becoming successful academic writers and preparing for studies in their disciplines.  For this reason, identifying the linguistic and discourse features that need to be taught to a particular group of students represents an important starting point when developing L2 academic writing courses.  


A teacher may choose to analyze diagnostic essays that can be very useful in at least the initial course planning.  Although the writing of different students may include a broad range of issues that can benefit from instruction, it is not difficult to identify commonalities.  

Realistic expectations of student progress should take into account that:  

(1) not every problematic issue in student writing needs to be addressed in teaching, just the important ones (see the section on egregious errors earlier in this chapter)
(2) problems in student writing can be broadly similar but not necessarily identical 
(3) if the writing of most (or even several) students exhibits a specific problem (e.g. sentence fragments, countable/uncountable nouns, or repetitive vocabulary), then it should be addressed in teaching, even when one or two students' writing does not seem to have this type of problems

(4) a flexible course plan can be amended when the teacher concludes that (further) instruction in a particular aspect of language use is not needed

Diagnostic essays are similar to other product-oriented pieces of in-class writing that students are expected to generate in their mainstream classes (see chapter 2).  Thus, to an extent, what the teacher sees in the diagnostic piece of writing is what the mainstream teacher gets.  

In general terms, most teachers can anticipate the following aspects of L2 academic writing to be in need of at least some degree of polishing and additional work for practically all academic L2 learners:  

· academic vocabulary and, specifically, nouns and verbs

· sentence boundaries and phrase construction

· verb tenses in academic discourse

· the functions of the passive voice in academic prose

· noun clauses

· hedges

· textual cohesion devices

Required Elements of Academic Writing Skills


Almost all conclusions regarding the students' crucial language abilities and preparatory work focus directly on students' academic English required to meet the demands of college writing.  

· Language abilities--Proficiency in academic English, beyond conversational fluency, including competencies in 

· the grammar of standard written English

· complex sentence structure

· developed academic vocabulary

· punctuation conventions

· Preparatory work--Specific direct and explicit instruction in academic English with an emphasis on grammar, corrective feedback, and editing skills considered to be paramount in academic writing.

According to the report of the Intersegmental Committee of the Academic Senates of California Colleges and Universities (ICAS, 2002, p. 4):

"Only 1/3 of entering college students are sufficiently prepared for the two most frequently assigned writing tasks:  analyzing information ... and synthesizing information from several sources."
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