
Mastering English for Academic Purposes: A
Practical Guide for Students in Singapore

Why Academic English Matters Differently
When I first started teaching international students in Singapore, I noticed something curious.
Many of them could hold a fluent conversation about weekend plans or ordering food, but the
moment they sat down to write an essay or interpret a lecture, they froze. The gap between
everyday English and the language used in classrooms, textbooks, and examinations is wider
than most students expect. This is where structured training in english for academic purposes
becomes essential. It is not about learning new words for the sake of it. It is about
understanding how to read critically, write clearly, listen actively, and speak with precision in an
academic setting.

Students preparing for the Singapore-Cambridge GCE O-Level or A-Level examinations, or
those aiming for university admission, quickly realise that informal fluency does not translate
into academic success. A common mistake is assuming that if you can chat with friends, you
can handle a research paper. That assumption leads to frustration. Academic English has its
own rhythms, its own expectations around evidence, and its own conventions for structuring
arguments. Without deliberate practice, even a confident speaker can produce writing that
feels vague or disorganised.

What Sets Academic English Apart
Academic language tends to be more formal, but formality alone is not the point. The real
difference lies in how ideas are connected. In casual conversation, we rely on tone, gestures,
and shared context. In academic work, the text must stand on its own. Every claim needs
support. Every paragraph needs a clear purpose. Transitions between ideas must be explicit,
not implied. This is why courses focused on english for academic purposes spend so much
time on structure. They teach students to recognise thesis statements, topic sentences, and
concluding remarks. They also train students to use hedging language appropriately. Instead of
saying "This proves that...," a student learns to say "This suggests that..." or "The evidence
indicates..." That shift in phrasing signals a mature understanding of knowledge as tentative
and evidence-based.

Another distinguishing feature is vocabulary. Academic texts are dense with words that appear
rarely in everyday speech. Words like "consequently," "hypothesis," "methodology," and
"implication" carry specific weight. Students need to not only recognise these words but also
use them correctly in their own writing. Vocabulary building in an academic context is not
about memorising lists. It is about understanding collocations and register. For instance, you
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"conduct research" rather than "do research," and you "draw a conclusion" rather than "make a
conclusion." These small differences matter a great deal in graded work.
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Practical Challenges Students Face
Over the years, I have seen three recurring struggles among learners. First, many students
underestimate the time required to read academic texts. They skim once and assume they
understand. But academic reading demands multiple passes. The first pass gives you an
overview. The second pass helps you identify the main argument. The third pass is for noting
how evidence supports that argument. Without this habit, students end up paraphrasing poorly
or missing key points entirely.

Second, writing under time pressure is a skill that must be practised separately. In
examinations, students often produce disorganised essays because they start writing before
they have planned. A simple five-minute outline can transform a rambling response into a
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focused argument. I have seen students improve their scores by a full grade just by learning to
map out their ideas first.

Third, listening in lectures poses a unique challenge. Lecturers speak at a natural pace, use
specialised terms, and assume prior knowledge. Students who have not trained their ears to
filter main ideas from examples or digressions often feel lost. Note-taking strategies, such as
using abbreviations or organising notes into question-answer pairs, can make a significant
difference.

Strategies That Actually Work
One approach that consistently helps is reading aloud. It sounds simple, but reading your own
writing aloud forces you to notice awkward phrasing, run-on sentences, and missing
punctuation. It also builds a sense of rhythm. Another strategy is peer review. When students
exchange drafts and give each other specific feedback on structure and clarity, they develop a
sharper eye for their own weaknesses. Teachers cannot always catch every error, but a
classmate who is struggling with the same material can often spot the exact moment an
argument goes off track.

For vocabulary retention, I recommend keeping a personal glossary organised by theme, not
alphabetically. Grouping words by topics such as "cause and effect" or "comparing and
contrasting" makes them easier to recall during an exam. Spaced repetition apps like Anki can
also help, but the key is to use the words in sentences, not just recognise them on a card.



Listening practice can be integrated into daily routines. Students can listen to academic
podcasts or recorded lectures on topics they genuinely enjoy. The goal is not passive listening
but active engagement. Pause every few minutes and summarise what the speaker said. If you
cannot summarise, replay that section. Over time, this builds the stamina needed for real
lectures.

How to Choose the Right Programme
Not all English courses are created equal. A general English class may focus on travel,
business, or social situations. A programme designed for academic purposes is different. It
should include practice with essay writing, reading comprehension of academic texts, listening
to lectures, and giving presentations. It should also teach citation basics and how to avoid
plagiarism. When researching options, look for programmes that explicitly mention english for
academic purposes in their curriculum. This indicates that the course is built around the
specific demands of school and university work rather than general fluency.

Small class sizes matter too. In a large group, a teacher cannot give detailed feedback on each
student's writing. Look for classes where the instructor reads drafts and provides comments.
Also consider the background of the teachers. Those who have experience preparing students



for the Singapore-Cambridge GCE O-Level or A-Level examinations, or for the IELTS, understand
the local examination standards and can tailor their teaching accordingly.

Connecting to Your Goals
If you are an international student in Singapore, your immediate goal might be passing the
AEIS or S-AEIS test, or scoring well on the O-Levels. But the deeper goal is to build a foundation
for future academic success. The skills you develop now, such as analysing a text, structuring
an argument, and expressing yourself with clarity, will serve you throughout your education and
career. Investing time in a focused academic English programme is one of the most practical
steps you can take.

United Ceres College, located at 37 Middle Rd, #05-00, Singapore 188946, +65 8699 3609,
offers a range of programmes including english language courses and preparation for AEIS, S-
AEIS, GCE O-Level, GCE A-Level, and IELTS, along with diploma and advanced diploma



pathways for students aiming to strengthen their academic English skills before entering
mainstream schooling or higher education.

Connect with us on Twitter.
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