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International postgraduate students are often equipped with substantial content knowledge 
when they enter an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) class. Having said that, more often than 
not a key issue which needs to be addressed is their ability to think, read or write critically when 
faced with a wide range of sources of information. EAP tutors should be prepared to raise 
students’ awareness over a number of lessons so as to mitigate differences between a higher  
and a lower level group. 

Drawing students’ attention to how sources are cited or acknowledged can be a useful stepping 
stone. Through this, students should be able to jot down key phrases or ways employed to 
acknowledge authors and they should be able to notice different referencing types according to 
source, i.e. book, scholarly article, website. Yet, by being exposed to a variety of genre 
samples, students should also be able to classify sources as primary and secondary which can 
often be a crucial predicament for young researchers. 

Following this, students should become aware of sequences and patterns in scientific texts, 
identifying similarities or differences, and arguments favouring or un-favouring views. As such, 
they should be invited to notice the difference between interpretation and description in 
scientific papers. Writing For and Against essays could also be a good way to introduce them to 
the use of evaluative language and drawing logical conclusions rather than summative ones. 

At a later stage, students should be able to identify the flaws in an argument or weaknesses of 
evidence provided by following common scientific and research conventions. One of the key 
issues they should be able to notice is the different conventions used when presenting 
qualitative and quantitative evidence, over-generalisations, scientific bias and statistical 
significance. A good way to do this is to ask students to write critical reviews of representative 
but not “not-so-recent articles” in their discipline. 

As I have been working with students for quite some time, I believe that through a course of this 
kind, a very effective way of actually putting all this into practice is by engaging students in 
academic reflective writing. This can be achieved by using peer feedback coupled with explicit 
attainable goals, tasks and guidelines. While critically reflecting on sources, evidence, argument 
justification, or research methods and analysis, peer feedback can also allow higher lever 
students to show their potential and lower level students to follow a paradigm that is beneficial 
to them.  

Despite all good intentions though, EAP tutors are often faced with far from easy problems to 
tackle. Students often think that being critical only means being negative and they often feel 
inadequate to write a positive critical review. A way to avoid this is by providing adequate 
excerpts of negative and positive reviews as sample material and allow for linguistic and 
functional analysis.  

Another issue that teachers might have to encounter is that students in their attempt to compile 
evidence in support or against an argument, they often commit plagiarism, illegitimate 
paraphrasing and avoid hedging. They might not be directly related to being critical but they can 
enhance student writing a tenfold when used appropriately. In fact, being tentative by definition 
means that the writer acknowledges the possibility of more interpretations than their own.  

When it comes to peer feedback, students are often daunted with the task of being “cruel” to 
one of their peers. However, pressure can be diminished if teacher assessment focuses on the 
provision of substantive feedback rather than a student’s final essay quality, and the degree an 
essay was revised after being given some feedback.  



All in all, I suggest undergraduate or postgraduate EAP programmes should incorporate the 
following in order to enhance student critical ability.  

• Using a platform where students can provide peer-feedback 

• Citing sources 

• Writing appropriate references  

• Avoiding plagiarism  

• Paraphrasing legitimately 

• Hedging 

• Summarising 

• Distinguishing descriptive and evaluative language 

• Scientific method: evidence or proof? (Finding a flaw in an argument or method) 

• Favouring and Un-favouring arguments 

• Writing a critical review of a scholarly article 


