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Introduction

Since the late 1970s Academic English (AE) has increasingly become a cen-
tral teaching and learning activity in higher education (HE) contexts, both in 
English-speaking universities and also in many HE institutions around the world 
(Jordan, 2002). Although the origins of AE, which developed from English for 
Specific Purposes (ESP), can be traced back to British universities, it rapidly 
developed internationally under a range of umbrella terms, such as English for  
Academic Purposes (EAP), English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP), col-
lege English and study skills, gradually earning its own place in both language 
teaching and research (Hyland & Jiang, 2021). Although these terms vary in focus 
and emphasis, they all refer to the teaching, learning, and assessment of the skills 
and competences needed to succeed in an academic environment (Hyland  & 
Shaw, 2016).

The contributors to this volume conceptualise AE as a specific register of 
 English used for study, teaching, and research purposes in “formal higher edu-
cation” (Russell & Cortes, 2012, p. 3). They also highlight its strong focus on 
academic writing, linked to the key role that written assignments play in HE. 
This broad definition has a number of different connotations, depending on the 
purposes for which and the contexts in which the term is used. When asked 
about the way they conceptualise AE, some of the contributors to this volume 
mentioned that it:

• is a formal type of language which requires the use of complex grammar and 
vocabulary that is not commonly used in informal contexts
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• implies the writer has a command of the language necessary to convey ideas 
in an L2 while at the same time dealing with the differences in cultural con-
ventions and expectations

• is a specific use of English for the purpose of communicating ideas, theories, 
data, and/or perspectives on subject areas in educational settings

• entails teaching learners the specialized registers of AE, particularly in writ-
ing but also for speaking

• aims to prepare students to participate in discursive practices in HE
• is English to prepare students for successful matriculation into their major 

colleges/departments, and
• is a stepping stone for students to succeed in their future university studies.

The 21 chapters in this collection reflect such a range of terms, foci, and empha-
ses in the context of the shift to emergency online learning when the  pandemic 
struck, providing at the same time teaching and learning experiences that may 
resonate with colleagues working in similar contexts. The changes to teaching 
and learning AE brought about by the pandemic, the areas of activity that have 
been mostly affected by it, and the actions that the contributors to the collection 
took in order to deal with the crisis are the most significant contributions that the 
volume makes and what we explore here as a way of introduction.

The effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on teaching 
academic English

The global crisis brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic significantly affected 
all activities in HE, and teaching and learning AE was no exception. As the 
chapters in this volume exemplify, an effect of the pandemic was the demand for 
a rapid transition from face-to-face to online teaching and learning. Almost over-
night, lecturers of AE were faced with the unprecedented challenge of  having 
to embrace new pedagogies for online learning, adapt their teaching practices as 
well as materials, and manage expectations of both their institutions and students.

The contributors to the collection share their experiences of having to incor-
porate online tools while teaching their students how to make the best of such 
tools for learning as a social activity (Bolster & Levrai; Ishii; Mežek & Kaufhold). 
They also highlight the need to support lecturers through professional develop-
ment so that they felt better prepared for the transition to online teaching and to 
develop resilience and adaptability (Donovan; Knežević), at the same time tak-
ing the local culture into account (Manasreh, Raza, & Sarfraz). Similarly, some 
contributors recount how they worked hard during the crisis to keep students 
at the centre of the learning process (Alhasani (Dubali), Colombo; Deroey & 
Skipp; Pereira-Rocha) and even experimented with new pedagogical approaches 
(Wette), while others had to take a more conservative approach to teaching and 
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learning (Akhmedjanova & Akhmedova). The introduction of e-tools and online 
platforms to facilitate learning is another recurrent feature in these narrated expe-
riences (Akhmedjanova & Akhmedova; Bolster & Levrai; Colombo; Knežević; 
Mežek & Kaufhold). All this had a considerable effect on the workload of lectur-
ers as they established their new online courses, designed new materials for online 
learning (Deroey & Skipp; Pereira-Rocha; Colombo), as well as motivated their 
students (Akhmedjanova & Akhmedova; Alhasani (Dubali)).

Institutions, lecturers, and students of AE gradually realised that a greater 
degree of collaboration was required to recover from the effects of the pan-
demic. Collaboration was felt to be necessary to manage institutional attitudes 
and expectations (Caplan), learn from the experiences of other  colleagues across 
institutions and countries (Steyne, Simon, Kam, Timár, & Beneš) and, through 
explicit pedagogical interventions, encourage students to engage in collaborative 
learning (Ishii; Rodas) both within and outside the classroom (Ishii; Lennon, 
Trávníková, Hradilová, & Štěpánek). Coupled with this, institutional support and 
collaboration, mainly in the form of holistic professional development, was seen 
as a central endeavour for lecturers to be able to effectively transition from face-
to-face to online teaching (Donovan; Manasreh et al.).

The other decisive effect of the transitioning to online learning as a result of 
Covid-19 was experienced in the area of assessment. As many of the contribu-
tors exemplify, practices and procedures for assessing AE had to be revised. Such 
 revision affected not only the nature of the assessment components ( Dinneen; 
Zhang, Jing, & Guoying) but also the formative and summative practices imple-
mented to assess learning (Sitthitiku & Tuvajitt; Smirniova & Shchemeleva;  
Zhang et al.) whose transformative effects may last longer than expected (Dinneen; 
Smirniova & Shchemeleva).

Looking forward

The effects of the Covid-19 crisis on AE have been unprecedented in many 
respects, as demonstrated by the challenges discussed in the previous section and 
in more depth in the chapters of this collection. However, we cannot be certain 
that this will be the last time we are faced with such challenges.

Unlike emerging research on teaching AE in times of Covid-19, which tends 
to emphasise difficulties (e.g., Kohnke & Jarvis, 2021), the contributors to this 
collection share the strategies and solutions they implemented as responses to the 
global pandemic in the hope that they would serve as a way forward should we be 
faced with similar turbulent times in the future.

At the macro level, institutional support and collaboration mainly in the form 
of culturally sensitive professional development, which includes technology, ped-
agogy, as well as mental and physical training for online learning, was considered 
fundamental for an effective response to the crisis (Bolster and Levrai; Donovan; 
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Knežević; Manasreh et al.). Collaboration is also explored beyond the contribu-
tors’ own institutional space in the form of cross-cultural and international efforts 
(Steyne et al.).

At the meso level, context-specific pedagogical responses were seen as the 
most strategic way of facing the challenges posed by the pandemic. A number 
of reactions, ranging from trying out new methodologies (Wette) to holding a 
more conservative teaching approach (Akhmedjanova & Akhmedova), have been 
shared by the contributors. By the same token, their experiences from experi-
menting with a wide range of e-tools and online platforms (Akhmedjanova & 
Akhmedova; Bolster & Levrai; Colombo; Knežević; Lennon et  al.; Mežek & 
Kaufhold) to enhance their students’ learning while minimising social isolation 
(Ishii; Mežek & Kaufhold) are also offered in the pages that follow.

At the micro level, the contributors share their efforts and strategies to avoid 
learning losing its social quality in the new realities of the virtual classroom. Their 
efforts resulted, among other things, in a higher level of attendance (Pereira-
Rocha), a more dialogic approach to learning (Colombo), a more positive atti-
tude to learning by the students (Alhasani (Dubali)), and a community-based 
learning experience (Akhmedjanova & Akhmedova). Coupled with this, some 
authors also provide possible modifications that the assessment of learning may 
need in similar future turbulent times. The narrated experiences of some of the 
contributors (Dinneen; Zhang et al.) point to the key role that formative assess-
ment plays in online learning and the ways in which a harmonious relationship 
and balance between formative and summative assessments can be successfully 
achieved in AE.

Conclusion

The 21 chapters in this collection represent one of the first attempts to document 
the experiences of a group of lecturers of AE working in different HE contexts 
during the time of the Covid-19 pandemic. The authors of the chapters provide 
readers with a detailed account of how they experienced the effects of the pan-
demic, the areas of teaching and learning that were most affected by it and, possi-
bly more importantly, which strategies they put in place to deal with the dramatic 
effects on the teaching and assessment of AE.

The contributors have approached the task by sharing their experiences and 
strategies from a range of methodologies. Some of them have followed an experi-
mental perspective and used the results of analysing data to complement their 
lived experiences. Others have used a more experiential way of narrating. Still 
others have resorted to mixing quantitative data with their personal experiences, 
their colleagues, and their students in an attempt to provide a richer picture of 
their situation. Although the contributors have taken different methodological 
stances to narrate their experiences, they all have one aim in common: to share 
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how they dealt with teaching and assessing AE in turbulent times and point to 
ways of negotiating similar challenges in the future.

The contents of the volume have been divided into four parts thematically. 
The first brings together six contributions that recount the responses to the cri-
ses. “Adapting to teaching academic skills online”, the second part, explores how 
contributors from five countries adapted their courses to the online environment 
in order to respond to the global crisis. The chapters in Part III explore collabo-
ration as a conduit for achieving a constructive relationship among the different 
AE stakeholders and for building possible collaborations in future times of tur-
bulence. The final part of the collection, “Assessing students online”, examines 
the transformative impact on assessment of the transition to online learning in the 
face of Covid-19.

The choice of chapters for the collection, the authors, and their institutional 
and geographical locations thus aims at showcasing the experiences, efforts, and 
strategies for responding to the challenges presented by such turbulent times. We 
hope that the narrations included in the book will resonate with other colleagues 
working in similar circumstances.

The chapters in this book provide a detailed description of the key changes 
that were needed to deal with the Covid-19 pandemic in an attempt to prevent 
learning being disrupted. We sincerely hope that the volume will constitute a 
legacy of the experiences and actions of colleagues working in many varied, yet 
similar, contexts of HE should we find ourselves having to teach AE in turbulent 
times in the future.
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Rapanta, C. , Botturi, L. , Goodyear, P. , Guà rdia, L. , & Koole, M. (2020). Online university
teaching during and after the Covid-19 crisis: Refocusing teacher presence and learning
activity. Post Digital Science and Education, 2(3), 923–945. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-
020-00155-y 
Roscoe, R. D. , & Chi, M. T. H. (2007). Understanding tutor learning: Knowledge-building and
knowledge-telling in peer tutors’ explanations and questions. Review of Educational
Research. 77(4), 534–574. https://doi.org/10.3102%2F0034654307309920 
Saito, H. (2008). EFL classroom peer assessment: Training effects on rating and
commenting, Language Testing, 25 (4), 553-581. Sage. 
Saito, H. , & Fujita, T. (2004). Characteristics and user acceptance of peer rating in EFL
writing classrooms. Language Teaching, 8, 31–54.
https://doi.org/10.1191%2F1362168804lr133oa 
Schön, D. A. (1991). The reflective practitioners: How professionals think in action.
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315237473 
Vellanki, S. S. , and Bandu, S. (2021). Engaging students online with technology-mediated
task-based language teaching. Arab World English Journal. Special Issue on Covid 19
Challenges, 127–136. https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/covid.8 
Bates, T. (2015). Teaching in a digital age: Guidelines for designing teaching and learning for
a digital age. BCcampus Open Textbooks. 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching,
Assessment . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Council of Europe (2020). 
Siemens, G. (2005). Connectivism: A learning theory for the digital age. International Journal
of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning, 2(1).
https://jotamac.typepad.com/jotamacs_weblog/files/Connectivism.pdf 

 


