APPROACHING THE STUDY OF
ACADEMIC WRITING:
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The topic of academic writing is broad and surprisingly ill-defined. (and/or its definition is the subject of
controversy) given that so many of us are involved in teaching it. studying it, and doing it ourselves.
However, this essay smooths over the fact that there are on-going debates over whether or not a single
genre of "academic writing" actually exists. how writing at university levels should be studied. how it
should be taught and who should teach it, and how different approaches should be classified. Instead
studies of academic writing which have been carried out (mainly concerning the writing of students) are
mentioned and research questions and an extensive (but hardly exhaustive) bibliography are presented.

INTRODUCTION
University teachers of English, whether L1 and L2, have always considered it a large
part of their mission to teach academic writing. Textbooks proliferate and "folklore" abounds.
Research in the area of academic writing has also been growing in the past decade. A diverse
body of work has been published, 1 and I'd like to identify some of the areasof focus drawing
on work in composition studies for L1 writers, especially the area of writing across the
curriculum, as well as work done in applied linguistics, ESP/EAP. 2
For purposes of discussion only, [ have divided the territory into two areas which are by
no means mutually exclusive and, in fact, complement each other:
• a survey (broadly descriptive, less contextually-based) approach
• a discourse community or rhetorical approach.
I want to discuss each of these briefly and, for each, list questions which might be asked by
studies in that territory.
A tempting way to try to classify or define approaches to the study of academic writing
might be by research approach. The first would involve surveys of a more quantitative sort.

