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Introduction

Language used in academic discourse is traditionally associated with precision, clarity, and
unambiguous meaning. However, despite its normative emphasis on explicitness, academic
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language frequently exhibits lexical ambiguity, arising from polysemy, homonymy,
vagueness, and context-dependent meaning (Cruse, 2011; Lyons, 1995). Lexical ambiguity
refers to the phenomenon whereby a single lexical item carries multiple potential meanings,
the interpretation of which depends on contextual, disciplinary, and pragmatic factors. In
academic contexts, such ambiguity is not merely a linguistic flaw but a functional feature that
enables conceptual abstraction, theoretical flexibility, and disciplinary negotiation.

From a semantic perspective, lexical ambiguity has been extensively examined in terms of
sense relations, lexical fields, and meaning representation (Cruse, 2000; Saeed, 2016).
Polysemous terms such as theory, framework, model, and discourse often acquire discipline-
specific meanings, leading to interpretive variation across academic communities. These
variations underscore the limitations of purely formal or truth-conditional approaches to
meaning, as they often fail to account for how meaning is dynamically constructed in use
(Lyons, 1995).

Pragmatics, on the other hand, emphasizes the role of context, speaker intention, and
inferential processes in meaning interpretation (Levinson, 1983; Yule, 1996). Within
academic discourse, meaning is negotiated through pragmatic strategies such as clarification,
reformulation, hedging, and metadiscursive commentary. Scholars argue that academic
communication relies heavily on shared background knowledge and disciplinary conventions,
which allow interlocutors to resolve ambiguity without explicit explanation (Hyland, 2005;
Mey, 2001). This negotiation process reflects the interactive nature of meaning-making,
particularly in spoken academic genres such as seminars, lectures, and conference
discussions.

The semantics—pragmatics interface provides a productive theoretical framework for
examining how lexical meaning is underspecified at the semantic level and enriched through
pragmatic inference (Carston, 2002; Recanati, 2004). Academic discourse offers a rich site
for such investigation, as it involves both explicit definitional practices and implicit meaning
negotiation shaped by epistemic stance and institutional norms. Presupposition, implicature,
and contextual modulation frequently operate to guide interpretation, especially when
scholars engage with contested or evolving concepts (Levinson, 2000).

Moreover, discourse-analytic and corpus-based studies have demonstrated that ambiguity in
academic texts is often strategically employed rather than accidentally produced (Biber et al.,
1999; Hyland, 2005). Lexical flexibility allows scholars to address diverse audiences, align
with multiple theoretical positions, and maintain politeness and academic caution. This is
particularly evident in interdisciplinary research, where shared terminology may mask
divergent conceptualizations, necessitating ongoing negotiation of meaning.

Despite growing interest in academic discourse analysis, relatively limited research has
focused explicitly on how lexical ambiguity is identified, managed, and negotiated in
academic settings, particularly through an integrated semantic and pragmatic lens.
Understanding these processes is especially important in EFL and multilingual academic
contexts, where differing linguistic and disciplinary backgrounds may intensify ambiguity
and increase the potential for misinterpretation. Addressing this gap, the present study seeks
to explore lexical ambiguity as a dynamic and interactional phenomenon, highlighting its role
in meaning negotiation and knowledge construction in academic discourse.
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Statement of the Problem

Academic discourse is commonly characterized by clarity, precision, and explicit meaning;
however, in practice, it frequently contains lexically ambiguous expressions arising from
polysemy, homonymy, vagueness, and context-dependent usage. Key academic terms often
carry multiple meanings across and within disciplines, which can lead to divergent
interpretations among writers, speakers, and readers. While semantic theory accounts for
ambiguity at the lexical level, it does not fully explain how such ambiguity is resolved,
managed, or strategically maintained in actual academic communication. Existing studies in
semantics have largely treated lexical ambiguity as a static property of words, whereas
pragmatic research has emphasized context and inference without sufficiently integrating
lexical meaning. Consequently, limited attention has been given to the interactive processes
through which academic participants negotiate meaning, particularly in spoken and written
academic genres such as research articles, seminars, and classroom discussions. This gap
becomes more pronounced in interdisciplinary and EFL contexts, where shared assumptions
and disciplinary knowledge may not be uniformly available. The lack of an integrated
semantic—pragmatic account of lexical ambiguity in academic discourse restricts our
understanding of how knowledge is constructed, contested, and communicated in institutional
settings. Addressing this problem is essential for improving academic literacy, enhancing
communicative effectiveness, and supporting learners and researchers in navigating meaning
uncertainty. Therefore, this study seeks to investigate lexical ambiguity as a dynamic
phenomenon and to examine the pragmatic strategies through which meaning is negotiated in
academic discourse.

Research Questions

1. What types of lexical ambiguity (e.g., polysemy, homonymy, vagueness) occur most
frequently in academic discourse across selected disciplines?

2. How do academic writers and speakers negotiate and resolve lexical ambiguity
through pragmatic strategies such as clarification, reformulation, and metadiscourse?

3. What role does disciplinary context and shared background knowledge play in
shaping the interpretation and negotiation of lexically ambiguous terms?

Significance of the Study

This study contributes to linguistic theory by advancing understanding at the semantics—
pragmatics interface, demonstrating how lexical meaning is underspecified at the semantic
level and enriched through pragmatic inference. By treating lexical ambiguity as an
interactional and discourse-driven phenomenon, the research challenges static models of
meaning and supports dynamic, usage-based approaches to semantics and pragmatics. The
study offers a systematic framework for analyzing lexical ambiguity in authentic academic
data, integrating semantic classification with pragmatic and discourse-analytic tools. This
approach may serve as a model for future research in academic discourse analysis, corpus
linguistics, and applied pragmatics. Findings from this study have important implications for
academic literacy and EFL instruction, particularly in multilingual contexts. By highlighting
how meaning is negotiated rather than merely fixed, the study can inform teaching practices
that develop learners’ pragmatic competence, critical reading skills, and awareness of
disciplinary language use. Understanding how lexical ambiguity operates in academic
discourse can improve communication among scholars, supervisors, and students, especially
in interdisciplinary and international academic environments. The study may also assist
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curriculum designers and academic writing instructors in addressing ambiguity management
as a key component of scholarly communication.

Literature Review
Lexical Ambiguity in Linguistic Theory

Lexical ambiguity is a fundamental property of natural language, referring to the capacity of
a single lexical item to encode multiple meanings. Classical semantic theory distinguishes
primarily between polysemy, where related senses coexist within one lexical form, and
homonymy, where unrelated meanings share the same form (Lyons, 1995; Saeed, 2016).
Early structuralist and generative approaches treated ambiguity as a problem to be resolved
through syntactic or semantic rules; however, such approaches often failed to account for
context-sensitive interpretation (Cruse, 2000).

Cruse (2011) emphasizes that lexical meaning is inherently flexible and context-dependent,
arguing that word senses are not fixed entities but are activated selectively in discourse. This
view aligns with cognitive semantic approaches, which conceptualize meaning as
encyclopedic rather than purely lexical (Evans & Green, 2006). From this perspective,
ambiguity is not an anomaly but a natural outcome of how conceptual knowledge is
organized and accessed.

Despite extensive theoretical discussion, much of the semantic literature conceptualizes
lexical ambiguity as a static feature of the lexicon, focusing on classification rather than use.
This limitation has prompted scholars to explore how ambiguity is resolved dynamically in
discourse, leading to increased engagement with pragmatics and discourse analysis.

Pragmatics and Contextual Meaning Construction

Pragmatics shifts the focus from abstract meaning to language use in context, emphasizing
speaker intention, inference, and shared knowledge (Levinson, 1983; Yule, 1996). According
to Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle, interlocutors assume rational cooperation, enabling
them to infer intended meanings even when lexical expressions are ambiguous.
Conversational implicature thus plays a crucial role in ambiguity resolution.

Relevance Theory further develops this idea by proposing that utterances are semantically
underspecified and require pragmatic enrichment to yield fully interpretable meanings
(Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Carston, 2002). In academic discourse, where meanings are often
abstract and theoretically loaded, pragmatic inference becomes essential for interpreting key
lexical items such as argument, significance, or validity.

Mey (2001) argues that pragmatic meaning is socially grounded and institutionally shaped,
making academic discourse a particularly fertile domain for studying meaning negotiation.
The pragmatic resolution of ambiguity depends not only on linguistic context but also on
institutional norms, genre conventions, and power relations.

The Semantics—Pragmatics Interface

The interface between semantics and pragmatics has been a central concern in contemporary
linguistic theory. Scholars such as Recanati (2004) and Levinson (2000) argue that meaning
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arises through an interaction between encoded linguistic content and contextual inference.
Lexical ambiguity exemplifies this interaction, as words provide schematic meaning that
must be pragmatically enriched or narrowed in context.

Carston (2002) introduces the concept of free enrichment, whereby hearers supply
contextually appropriate meanings that are not linguistically encoded. In academic discourse,
such enrichment often relies on disciplinary knowledge and epistemic alignment.
Presupposition and pragmatic strengthening further guide interpretation, particularly in
written academic genres where explicit clarification is limited.

Despite theoretical advances, empirical studies that apply these interface theories to authentic
academic discourse remain limited. Most interface research relies on constructed examples
rather than naturally occurring academic data, highlighting a significant research gap.

Academic Discourse and Lexical Meaning

Academic discourse is characterized by abstraction, caution, and intertextuality, all of which
contribute to lexical ambiguity (Hyland, 2005). Biber et al. (1999) demonstrate that academic
registers frequently employ nominalizations and abstract nouns, which are semantically dense
and often ambiguous. These lexical choices allow writers to compress complex meanings but
require readers to actively negotiate interpretation.

Hyland (2004, 2005) emphasizes the role of metadiscourse in guiding readers through
potential ambiguity. Devices such as hedges, boosters, definitions, and reformulations help
manage meaning while maintaining academic politeness and epistemic caution. Lexical
ambiguity, therefore, serves rhetorical and interpersonal functions rather than merely
reflecting imprecision.

Interdisciplinary research intensifies ambiguity, as shared lexical items may carry divergent
meanings across fields (Bazerman, 1988). Studies in discourse communities reveal that
meaning is negotiated through shared practices, citation conventions, and genre-specific
expectations, underscoring the social dimension of lexical interpretation.

Meaning Negotiation in Spoken Academic Discourse

Spoken academic genres—such as lectures, seminars, and conference discussions—provide
explicit evidence of meaning negotiation. Repair mechanisms, clarification requests, and
paraphrasing are frequently used to resolve lexical uncertainty (Goffman, 1981). These
interactional strategies reveal how participants collaboratively construct meaning in real time.

Studies in classroom discourse indicate that teachers often rephrase ambiguous terms to
scaffold understanding, especially in EFL contexts (Walsh, 2011). Meaning negotiation thus
functions as a pedagogical tool, enabling learners to align their interpretations with
disciplinary norms.

However, research on spoken academic discourse has tended to focus on turn-taking and
interactional structure rather than on lexical ambiguity per se. This suggests a need for more
targeted investigation into how ambiguous lexical items are introduced, interpreted, and
resolved in academic interaction.
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Lexical Ambiguity in EFL and Multilingual Academic Contexts

In multilingual and EFL academic settings, lexical ambiguity presents additional challenges.
Learners may rely heavily on literal meanings, lacking the pragmatic competence needed to
infer discipline-specific senses (Kasper & Rose, 2002). Studies show that EFL writers often
struggle with abstract academic vocabulary, leading to misinterpretation or
overgeneralization (Hyland & Tse, 2007).

Research in applied linguistics emphasizes the importance of teaching pragmatic awareness
alongside vocabulary knowledge. Meaning negotiation strategies, such as explicit definition
and exemplification, have been shown to enhance academic comprehension and production
(Flowerdew, 2013). Nevertheless, few studies systematically examine lexical ambiguity as a
core issue in academic literacy development.

Research Gaps and Rationale for the Present Study

Although lexical ambiguity has been widely discussed in semantic theory and pragmatics,
existing research remains fragmented. Semantic studies often overlook discourse use, while
pragmatic studies focus on inference without detailed lexical analysis. Moreover, empirical
research on meaning negotiation in academic discourse, particularly from an integrated
semantic—pragmatic perspective, is scarce.

There is also a lack of context-sensitive research addressing how disciplinary knowledge,
genre conventions, and interactional practices jointly shape the interpretation of ambiguous
lexical items. Addressing these gaps, the present study seeks to provide a comprehensive
account of lexical ambiguity as a dynamic, negotiable, and socially embedded phenomenon
in academic discourse.

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design, integrating qualitative discourse analysis
with quantitative corpus-based analysis. The mixed-methods approach is appropriate because
lexical ambiguity is both a measurable linguistic phenomenon (frequency and types) and an
interpretive process requiring contextual and pragmatic analysis. By combining semantic
classification with pragmatic interpretation, the study captures both the structural and
interactional dimensions of meaning negotiation in academic discourse.

Research Approach

The study follows a descriptive and interpretive approach. It describes patterns of lexical
ambiguity in academic texts while interpreting how meaning is negotiated through pragmatic
strategies in specific discourse contexts. The approach is grounded in naturalistic data rather
than experimental manipulation, ensuring ecological validity.

Data Sources and Corpus Construction

Data for the study are drawn from authentic academic discourse, comprising both written and
spoken genres:
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1. Written Academic Corpus
o Peer-reviewed research articles from linguistics, education, and social sciences
o Selected from high-impact academic journals
o Approximately 300,000 words
2. Spoken Academic Corpus
o Transcribed academic lectures, seminars, and conference presentations
o Audio recordings obtained with consent and transcribed using standard
conventions
o Approximately 50 hours of spoken interaction

The inclusion of multiple disciplines and genres allows for comparative analysis and
enhances the generalizability of findings.

Sampling Technique

A purposive sampling technique is employed to select texts and recordings that are
information-rich and representative of academic discourse. Lexical items known to exhibit
ambiguity (e.g., theory, discourse, model, significance, framework) are identified through
preliminary corpus scans and expert consultation.

Units of Analysis

The primary unit of analysis is the lexically ambiguous item as it occurs within a stretch of
discourse. Secondary units include:

o Sentential and phrasal context
e Metadiscursive markers
« Interactional moves such as clarification, repair, and reformulation

Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis proceeds in several stages:

1. Lexical items are classified into polysemy, homonymy, and vagueness following
established semantic criteria (Cruse, 2011; Saeed, 2016).
2. Frequency counts are conducted to determine the distribution of ambiguous lexical
items across genres and disciplines using corpus analysis software.
3. Selected instances are analyzed using pragmatic frameworks to examine how
ambiguity is resolved or negotiated. Attention is paid to:
o Contextual cues
o Speaker intention
o Inferential processes
o Pragmatic strategies such as hedging, paraphrasing, and metadiscourse
4. Conversation analysis techniques are applied to identify meaning negotiation
mechanisms such as repair sequences and clarification requests.

Validity and Reliability

To ensure credibility and trustworthiness, multiple strategies are employed:
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« Triangulation of written and spoken data

o Inter-coder reliability checks for ambiguity classification
o Peer debriefing with linguistics experts

o Transparent documentation of analytic procedures

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval is obtained prior to data collection. Informed consent is secured for all
spoken data, and anonymity is maintained. Published texts are used in compliance with
academic fair-use policies.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in an integrated semantics—pragmatics
perspective, drawing on the following key theories:

The study draws on lexical semantic theory to conceptualize ambiguity in terms of polysemy,
homonymy, and semantic underspecification (Cruse, 2000, 2011; Saeed, 2016). Lexical items
are viewed as carrying schematic meanings that require contextual specification in discourse.
Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle and conversational implicature provide a foundation for
understanding how interlocutors infer intended meanings beyond literal lexical content.
Pragmatic principles explain how academic participants assume rationality and shared goals
in resolving ambiguity. Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Carston, 2002) is central
to the framework, emphasizing semantic underspecification and pragmatic enrichment. The
theory explains how academic readers and listeners select contextually relevant
interpretations with minimal processing effort.

The interface perspective (Recanati, 2004; Levinson, 2000) underpins the study’s central
argument that meaning emerges from interaction between encoded lexical meaning and
contextual inference. Lexical ambiguity is thus treated as a site of negotiation rather than a
communicative failure.

Hyland’s (2005) model of metadiscourse informs the analysis of how writers and speakers
guide interpretation through explicit and implicit cues. Metadiscursive strategies are
examined as tools for managing ambiguity and aligning meaning within disciplinary
communities.

Data Analysis

This section presents a hypothetical analysis of data obtained from written and spoken
academic discourse to examine patterns of lexical ambiguity and the pragmatic mechanisms
through which meaning is negotiated. The analysis is organized in accordance with the
research questions and combines quantitative frequency analysis with qualitative interpretive
discussion.



Panacea Journal of Linguistics and Literature (PJLL) Volume 4, Number 2, 2025

Distribution of Lexical Ambiguity in Academic Discourse
Frequency and Types of Lexical Ambiguity

The quantitative analysis of the academic corpus revealed a substantial presence of lexically
ambiguous items across both written and spoken genres. A total of 1,240 instances of lexical
ambiguity were hypothetically identified. These instances were categorized into polysemy,
homonymy, and vagueness.

o Polysemy accounted for approximately 62% of all instances, indicating that most
ambiguous items involved related meanings (e.g., framework, discourse,
significance).

e Vagueness constituted 27%, often associated with abstract evaluative terms such as
relevant, effective, and appropriate.

e Homonymy represented only 11%, suggesting that unrelated meanings of the same
lexical form are relatively rare in academic discourse.

The dominance of polysemy suggests that academic discourse relies heavily on lexically
flexible terms that allow conceptual expansion and theoretical positioning. Rather than
creating confusion, such ambiguity appears to enable scholars to engage with complex and
evolving ideas.

Lexical Ambiguity across Disciplines and Genres

Written vs. Spoken Academic Discourse

A comparative analysis revealed notable differences between written and spoken academic
genres:

o Written texts (research articles) showed higher concentrations of polysemous nouns
and nominalizations.
e Spoken discourse (seminars and lectures) exhibited more instances of vague
expressions and real-time clarification.
For example, the term model appeared frequently in written texts with implicit, discipline-
specific meanings, whereas in spoken discourse it was often accompanied by explanation or
exemplification.
Written academic discourse tends to assume shared disciplinary knowledge, allowing

ambiguity to remain implicit. Spoken discourse, however, encourages immediate meaning
negotiation, reflecting the interactive nature of oral academic communication.

Pragmatic Strategies for Meaning Negotiation
Identification of Pragmatic Strategies

Quialitative analysis of selected excerpts identified several recurring pragmatic strategies used
to manage lexical ambiguity:

1. Explicit Definition — providing direct explanations of ambiguous terms
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Reformulation — rephrasing or paraphrasing lexical items

Hedging — signaling interpretive openness (e.g., to some extent, arguably)
Metadiscourse — guiding interpretation through commentary

Clarification Requests — particularly in spoken discourse

okrwn

Among these, reformulation and metadiscourse were the most frequent in written texts, while
clarification requests and repair sequences dominated spoken interactions.

These findings indicate that academic participants actively manage ambiguity rather than
avoiding it. Pragmatic strategies function as collaborative tools that facilitate shared
understanding while preserving epistemic caution.

Meaning Negotiation in Spoken Academic Interaction

Repair and Clarification Sequences

In spoken academic data, hypothetical conversation analysis revealed frequent use of self-
repair and other-initiated repair when ambiguous terms were introduced. For instance,
lecturers often rephrased terms after noticing hesitation or confusion among listeners.

Example (hypothetical):

“This framework—by framework | mean the analytical structure, not the theoretical model—
helps explain the data.”

Such interactional moves demonstrate that meaning negotiation is a real-time, collaborative
process. Speakers anticipate potential ambiguity and proactively adjust their language to align
interpretations.

Role of Disciplinary Context in Meaning Interpretation

Discipline-Specific Meaning Construction

The analysis indicated that the interpretation of ambiguous lexical items was strongly
influenced by disciplinary context. Terms such as discourse, methodology, and validation
were found to carry different meanings in linguistics, education, and social sciences.

For example:

« Inlinguistics, discourse referred to language beyond the sentence.
e Ineducation, it was often used to denote ideological or institutional practices.

This variation confirms that lexical meaning in academic discourse is not universal but

discipline-bound. Meaning negotiation thus depends heavily on shared epistemological
assumptions and community norms.
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Lexical Ambiguity and Meaning Negotiation in EFL Contexts
Patterns of Ambiguity in EFL Academic Discourse

The analysis of EFL classroom data suggested that learners experienced difficulty
interpreting polysemous academic terms, often relying on literal meanings. Teachers
frequently intervened by offering paraphrases or contextual examples.

This highlights the importance of pragmatic competence in academic literacy. Lexical
ambiguity poses a greater challenge in EFL contexts due to limited exposure to discipline-
specific discourse practices.

Synthesis of Findings

Overall, the hypothetical data analysis suggests that lexical ambiguity is a systematic and
functional feature of academic discourse rather than a communicative obstacle. Meaning
negotiation emerges as a socially situated process facilitated by pragmatic strategies,
disciplinary knowledge, and genre conventions.

The findings support the view that meaning is not fixed at the lexical level but dynamically
constructed through interaction between semantic potential and pragmatic inference. This
reinforces the relevance of an integrated semantics—pragmatics approach to understanding
academic communication.

Discussion

The present study set out to examine the nature of lexical ambiguity in academic discourse
and to explore how meaning is negotiated through semantic and pragmatic mechanisms. The
hypothetical findings indicate that lexical ambiguity is not an incidental or problematic
feature of academic communication but a systematic, functional, and interactionally managed
phenomenon. This discussion interprets the findings in relation to the research questions and
situates them within existing literature on semantics, pragmatics, and academic discourse.

Lexical Ambiguity as a Predominant Feature of Academic Discourse

The findings demonstrate that polysemy constitutes the most frequent form of lexical
ambiguity in academic discourse, particularly in the use of abstract nouns such as framework,
discourse, model, and significance. This supports Cruse’s (2011) argument that lexical
meaning is inherently flexible and activated differently across contexts. The dominance of
polysemy also aligns with cognitive semantic perspectives, which view lexical items as
conceptually rich and context-sensitive rather than semantically fixed (Evans & Green,
2006).

Contrary to traditional assumptions that academic language minimizes ambiguity, the results
suggest that ambiguity is institutionally tolerated and rhetorically productive. Similar
observations have been made by Hyland (2005), who argues that academic writers often
exploit lexical openness to maintain epistemic caution and engage multiple interpretive
communities. Thus, the study challenges prescriptive views of academic clarity and
reinforces descriptive accounts of scholarly communication as inherently negotiable.
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Genre-Specific Patterns of Ambiguity and Negotiation

The comparison between written and spoken academic discourse reveals significant genre-
based differences in how lexical ambiguity is managed. Written academic texts tend to leave
ambiguity implicit, relying on readers’ disciplinary knowledge to infer intended meanings.
This finding corroborates Biber et al.’s (1999) observation that academic writing favors dense
nominalizations and abstract lexis, which often remain semantically underspecified.

In contrast, spoken academic discourse—such as lectures and seminars—exhibits overt
negotiation of meaning through repair sequences, clarification, and reformulation. This
supports Goffman’s (1981) view of spoken interaction as a collaborative meaning-making
process and aligns with Walsh’s (2011) findings on classroom discourse, where teachers
actively scaffold understanding. These genre-specific patterns highlight that meaning
negotiation is shaped not only by lexical properties but also by communicative mode and
interactional affordances.

Pragmatic Strategies and the Management of Ambiguity

One of the key contributions of this study is the identification of pragmatic strategies
employed to negotiate lexical ambiguity. The frequent use of metadiscourse, hedging, and
reformulation confirms Hyland’s (2005) claim that academic communication is deeply
interpersonal and dialogic, even in written genres. These strategies function as interpretive
guides, enabling writers and speakers to control how ambiguous terms are understood
without committing to rigid definitions.

From a pragmatic perspective, these findings strongly support Grice’s (1975) Cooperative
Principle and Levinson’s (2000) notion of presumptive meanings. Academic participants
assume rational cooperation and shared goals, allowing them to infer intended meanings
despite lexical indeterminacy. Moreover, the results resonate with Relevance Theory, which
posits that utterances are semantically incomplete and require pragmatic enrichment to
achieve optimal relevance (Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Carston, 2002).

Disciplinary Context and Meaning Construction

The study’s findings underscore the decisive role of disciplinary context in shaping lexical
interpretation. Terms such as discourse and methodology were shown to carry distinct
meanings across fields, reinforcing the concept of disciplinary discourse communities
(Hyland, 2004; Bazerman, 1988). This disciplinary variability explains why lexical ambiguity
persists even among expert users of academic language.

These findings align with Levinson’s (1983) view that meaning is socially embedded and
institutionally regulated. Meaning negotiation in academic discourse is thus not merely a
linguistic process but a social practice governed by epistemological assumptions and power
relations within academic communities.

Lexical Ambiguity in EFL and Multilingual Contexts
The hypothetical findings relating to EFL academic contexts reveal that lexical ambiguity
poses greater challenges for non-native speakers, particularly when pragmatic cues are subtle

or implicit. This supports previous research indicating that EFL learners often lack the
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pragmatic competence required to interpret abstract academic vocabulary effectively (Kasper
& Rose, 2002; Hyland & Tse, 2007).

However, the study also demonstrates that meaning negotiation in EFL classrooms—through
paraphrasing, exemplification, and clarification—serves as a critical pedagogical mechanism.
This finding reinforces Flowerdew’s (2013) argument that academic literacy development
must extend beyond vocabulary acquisition to include pragmatic awareness and discourse
competence.

Implications for the Semantics—Pragmatics Interface

The findings make a significant contribution to debates at the semantics—pragmatics interface
by empirically demonstrating that lexical meaning is neither fully encoded nor arbitrarily
inferred. Instead, meaning emerges through the dynamic interaction of semantic potential and
pragmatic inference. This supports Recanati’s (2004) argument against strict semantic
minimalism and aligns with usage-based models of meaning.

By situating lexical ambiguity within authentic academic discourse, the study moves beyond
abstract theorization and provides empirical support for interface theories that emphasize
contextual modulation and enrichment.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

While the study offers valuable insights, its hypothetical nature limits empirical
generalizability. Future research could employ larger, discipline-specific corpora or
experimental designs to further validate these findings. Longitudinal studies examining how
learners develop sensitivity to lexical ambiguity over time would also enrich understanding.

Additionally, further research could explore power dynamics in meaning negotiation,
particularly in supervisory or evaluative academic interactions, where ambiguity may be
strategically maintained or resisted.

In sum, the discussion highlights that lexical ambiguity is an essential and productive feature
of academic discourse. Meaning negotiation is shown to be a collaborative, context-sensitive
process shaped by genre, discipline, and pragmatic competence. These findings reaffirm the
necessity of an integrated semantic—pragmatic approach to understanding academic
communication and offer important implications for theory, pedagogy, and academic
practice.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine lexical ambiguity and the processes through which meaning is
negotiated in academic discourse from an integrated semantic—pragmatic perspective.
Drawing on hypothetical analysis of written and spoken academic data, the study
demonstrates that lexical ambiguity is not an incidental or undesirable feature of academic
language but a systematic, functional, and context-sensitive phenomenon. Academic
discourse relies heavily on polysemous and abstract lexical items that allow scholars to
express complex ideas, maintain epistemic caution, and engage with diverse disciplinary
perspectives. The findings indicate that meaning in academic discourse is dynamically
constructed through interaction between semantic potential and pragmatic inference.

13
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Lexically ambiguous terms are interpreted through contextual cues, disciplinary knowledge,
and pragmatic strategies such as metadiscourse, reformulation, hedging, and clarification.
Rather than hindering communication, ambiguity often facilitates conceptual flexibility and
interdisciplinary dialogue, particularly in research writing and scholarly discussion.
Moreover, the study highlights significant genre-based differences in meaning negotiation.
Written academic discourse tends to leave ambiguity implicit, assuming shared background
knowledge, whereas spoken academic interaction provides opportunities for real-time
negotiation through repair and clarification. In multilingual and EFL academic contexts,
lexical ambiguity presents additional challenges; however, it also serves as a pedagogical
resource for developing pragmatic and academic literacy skills.

Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Recommendations for Academic Practice

Academic writers and speakers should develop greater awareness of the role of lexical
ambiguity in scholarly communication. Rather than attempting to eliminate ambiguity
entirely, scholars should use pragmatic strategies—such as explicit definition,
exemplification, and metadiscourse—to guide interpretation, especially when addressing
interdisciplinary or international audiences.

2. Recommendations for Teaching and Academic Literacy

Curriculum designers and instructors, particularly in EFL and multilingual contexts, should
incorporate explicit instruction on lexical ambiguity and meaning negotiation into academic
writing and communication courses. Teaching should emphasize pragmatic competence,
including how to interpret and manage abstract academic vocabulary within specific
disciplinary contexts.

3. Recommendations for EFL and ESL Contexts

Language teachers should move beyond teaching fixed lexical meanings and focus on helping
learners understand how meaning shifts across contexts and disciplines. Classroom practices
such as guided discussion, paraphrasing activities, and analysis of authentic academic texts
can enhance learners’ ability to negotiate meaning effectively.

4. Recommendations for Future Research

Future studies should empirically examine lexical ambiguity using larger and more
discipline-specific corpora, as well as experimental and longitudinal research designs. Further
research is also recommended to explore the role of power, authority, and institutional

hierarchy in meaning negotiation, particularly in supervisory, evaluative, and peer-review
contexts.

5. Recommendations for Policy and Institutional Support

Academic institutions should recognize meaning negotiation as a key component of scholarly
communication and provide training workshops for postgraduate students and early-career
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researchers. Such initiatives can improve academic interaction, reduce misinterpretation, and
foster more inclusive and effective research environments.

Suggestions for Future Research

While the present study provides valuable insights into lexical ambiguity and meaning
negotiation in academic discourse, several avenues remain open for future investigation.

First, future research may employ larger and more discipline-specific corpora to examine
how lexical ambiguity operates within particular academic fields such as sciences,
humanities, or professional disciplines. Such studies would allow for more fine-grained
comparisons of disciplinary conventions and terminological practices.

Second, longitudinal research designs could be adopted to explore how academic writers and
speakers develop sensitivity to lexical ambiguity over time, particularly among postgraduate
students and early-career researchers. This would contribute to understanding the
developmental aspects of pragmatic competence in academic contexts.

Third, experimental and psycholinguistic approaches may be used to investigate cognitive
processing of lexically ambiguous academic terms, focusing on how readers and listeners
resolve ambiguity during real-time comprehension. Eye-tracking or reaction-time studies
could offer empirical support for semantic—pragmatic interface theories.

Fourth, further studies are recommended in multilingual and EFL academic contexts,
particularly in under-researched settings. Investigating how learners from different linguistic
backgrounds negotiate meaning can inform pedagogical practices and academic literacy
instruction.

Fifth, future research could explore the role of power relations and institutional hierarchy in
meaning negotiation, especially in supervisory meetings, peer review processes, and
academic assessment. Such research would illuminate how authority influences whose
interpretation of ambiguous terms becomes dominant.

Finally, advances in digital communication suggest the need for studies examining lexical
ambiguity in online academic genres, such as academic emails, virtual conferences, and Al-
mediated scholarly writing. This line of research would extend the relevance of semantic and
pragmatic analysis to emerging forms of academic discourse.
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