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CHALLENGES OF ESP TEACHING AT TERTIARY LEVEL

Duang Thuy Huong’

Abstroct: Enalsh for Specific Purposes (ESP) has developed gradually to be on important ares of interest for ot whe ore concemed
with the activities of the discipline it serves. It s also a leamer-centered approach whose putpose is to fulfill the specific needs of
target learners to satisfy either their professional or vocational demands, At the tertiary level, ESP s designed to equip students with
professional skills and the language they will use in workplace context. Howeve, institutions ond universities are facing challenges
inolved in the process of implementing ESP teaching and learning, This paper, therefore, tries to review the literature on challenges
of 5P teaching at tertiary level with the purpose of. gaining better understanding of ESP current state worldwide and in Vietsam.
The revealed ESP teaching challenges at the tertiary level wil help universities choose the most suitable sokutions 1o help their
students to be well-equipped with specific language in their working contexts and professional skills after groduation.

Key words: English for specific purposes (ESP), teaching challenges, need analysis, curriculum design, tertiary level
1.INTRODUCTION

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is stated to refer to the teaching and learning English as
asecond language in which learner’s goal is to use English in a particular domain (Paltridge and
Starfield, 2016). As any other kind of language teaching, English for Specific Purposes is ﬁ!d
foremost based on the process of learning which addresses the needs of certain communities ‘
leamers who want to obtain some professional skills and performing job related practices. ESP is
language in context, which requires real life learning situations, scenarios that tend to m
the specific working or professional settings the ESP students might be related to or interested
in. Insiead of focusing on general grammar, vocabulary and language structures, ESP teaching-
learning activities emphasize the importance of practicing the necessary skills one would mostly
engage in their future fields of activity. ESP students, therefore, need to develop their language
tompetence 1o successfully perform real-life tasks in multiple contexts Wiﬂnh hM
specific or professional purposes (Falaug, 2017). aigh

Thanks to the massive growth of higher education institutions ESP plays
““dhﬁSfoundnsposmonasancmntialwaypointinﬂwMgnm
However, there sill exists “a significant gap between implementation and
ESP offerings, stemming from teachers’ own incompetence and the lack of
conexs, aswcllasalackofoppommiﬂ' for ESP teachers to devel
Petsonally” (Kirkgoz and Diiltas, 2018). |
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2. DEFINITIONS OF ESP
English for Speci
pecific P
English as a Foreign Languuzzs({;;isp) haf grown to become one of the
in the increasing opportunities and e B e T dent
R ; and demand for its teaching i . Its development is
growing numb ching in professi e
and emergence of ESP deﬁnezr ;’f ESP courses in universities. TheSI;nél and academic s
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QP makes use of the oIerd tarinls i <
o ISP makes use of the underlying methodology and activities of the disciplines it serves;
QP je e Spre s Y¢ . v b . . &
o ESPis centered on the language appropriate to those activities in syntax, lexis, discourse,
SCn]ﬁl'lliCS. etc., and analysis of this discourse.
variable characteristics:
o ESP may be related to or designed for specific disciplines;
o ESPmay use, in specific teaching situations, a different methodology from that of General
English;
o ESP is likely to be designed for adult learners; either at a tertiary level institution or in 2
professional work situation.
e ESPis generally designed for intermediate or advanced students.

e Most ESP courses assume basic knowledge of the language system, but it can be used with
beginners.

The division of ESP into absolute and variable characteristics by Johns and Dudley-Evan
(1998) which is influenced by that of P. Strevens (1980) is very helpful in resolving arguments
about what is and is not ESP and suggests that ESP is proved to be a permissive, flexible field of
study, having influenced the entire process of English teaching. ESP teaching and materials are
founded on the results of needs analysis which raise questions: What do students need to do with
English? Which of the skills do they need to master and how well? Which genres do they need
to master, either for comprehension or production purposes? (Dudley-Evans and St. John, 1998).
In general, all these absolute and variable features underline the purposeful nature of ESP as an
approach that shapes itself according to the learner’s needs.

All the definitions and statements at some point or another through the history and the
development of the field, have contributed to clarify the scope and aim of ESP. However, we must
admit that ESP is understood in a broader way than we apparently bounded to at university level,
which makes more challenging in implementing ESP at tertiary institutions. Most ESP definitions
focus on three aspects which have close connection together: the nature of the language to be taught
and used, the learners, and the settings in which the two occur. In other words, ESP is designed
for the specific needs of the learners (adults) and the teaching and learning ESP is situated in a
particular context (workplace, tertiary institution...). ESP, therefore, must address the learners’
needs and purpose to learn a language that will help them to best perform in their field globally.
Needs analysis should be considered as an indispensable aspect of ESP syllabus design to
connect the present students’ academic needs with the needs resulting from their prospective.
employment which involves not only students but all parties in the educational system MW :
employers as well (Romanowski, 2017). Overall, since needs analysis is directly th
design of ESP courses, the success of needs analysis lies in the potential of its f
the development of the syllabus of the ESP course in question (Basturkmen, 2010).
for course designers to focus on the self-perceived needsofﬁnestuﬂems'by !
"quirements and observations of other stakehol W‘MWBWWW
the instructor’s teaching experience). Therefore, T & i
dwci sﬁmiﬂating. 7d responsi ve to the
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4. CHALLENGES OF ESP TEACHING

As mentioned in Literature R
John (1998) which practitioners shou
e Teaching ESP is to meet the specific needs of learners;

The teaching contents are related to the specific professional and career:
e The tea

the language use associated with a specific profes Sion]

e Teaching ESP focuses on s,
tional activity. -
In general, teaching ESP is not just the language teaching theory. It is a king of pra

according to the actual needs of the Jearners which is purposeful, targeted and practical, T, el
undergraduate students to develop their proficiency in ESP skills and knowledge in the globaiz
world has increased due to the globalization of both the economy and tertiary education, I higk
education, students require improved English skills to not only study their specialized discipiz
but also secure employment upon graduation, which has resulted in increased pressure on Engis
practitioners in conducting a successful ESP class (Kirkgdz, 2014; Anthony, 2015).

ESP teaching at tertiary level poses some challenges since it focuses on the specific neséss
the learners, concentrating more on language in context and on the students’ need to acquir:s
of professional skills and job-related functions (F alaus, 2017). This part of the study will &
some challenges facing ESP stakeholders while implementing ESP teaching at universities

4.1. Challenges in ESP course design and materials

Designing a course has been cong;iq . ots
: ered the greatest chall hing any subjec
ESP course designed for students at z st challenge of teaching :

it focuses on helping stude universities must meet the needs from ESP stakeholders_s’;j
skills and parﬁcma:gjob-rdztt:o be “.Ieu'eqmpped with language in context, a set of profest®
functions, ESP peeg analysis is believed to be a solid "

€ needs analysis (Ibrahim, 2010).
SP i <l

: PUIpOse-related opions. course is identified with three featurs ™ o
be o 4, l;:iate::lo?, :nd self-directiop, The use of authentic content:]r;_dafj
. P, Particyly n form c!aimcd by Dudley-Evans (1998) is also @ H‘b‘g
: lre‘.:tf.d study and research tasks: PUIP::i WN‘A
¢ tar, ts:t?-wh learners have the possibility t‘j garﬂ aﬁ“ﬂ:
ide whep, > a1, self-direction means © o
e What, and ho.y they will study tobe
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The authenticity of materials in ESP has become controversial among scholars. Most of the
researchers believe that ESP materials should be authentic, up to date and relevant for the students’
fields and evaluating materials for ESP is a vital skill which has been neglected by most practitioners
(Bojovic, 2006; Dudley-Evan & St. John, 1998; Anthony, 1997). However, bookshelves are filled
with a large amount of ESP books for ESP students’ which leads to the reduction of individual
instructors’ motivation in constructing their own course content with a focus on the learners’ context
and needs. W hen using an assigned course book, it is impossible for the materials writers to think
carcfully about the goals of learners at all stages of materials production (Anthony, 1997). Instead
of making real analysis on ESP stakeholders’ needs, ESP teachers become slaves of published
textbooks without analyzing their appropriateness for the ESP course. Besides, the curriculum put
the focus on teaching GE for students at a certain level since the leaders think that they can change
from GE to ESP without any difficulties (Anthony, 1997; Dong, 2014). Toms (2004) and Skehan
(1998) disagreed using a general English course book for ESP learners and this goes against all
notions of learning centeredness and “the scope to adapt material to learner differences is severely
constrained.” In some technical universities, practitioners must design their own ESP course books
since they are not available in their fields. However, the ESP syllabi can be said to be designed
from what teachers have, not what students need. In other words, ESP courses were designed
without asking questions to create database for further developments as stated by Falaus (2017),
or without conducting need analysis from stakeholders of ESP (Huong, 2018).

Therefore, when designing an ESP course “the primary issue is the analysis of learners” specific
needs. Other issues addressed include determination of realistic goals and objectives; integration
of grammatical functions and the abilities required for future workplace communication, and
assessment and evaluation” (Gao, 2007). The controversial issue is that if ESP learners can state
their wants and needs, can they help design their own courses? Kaur (2007) agrees with the opinion
since ESP learners take some responsibility for their own learning and feel motivated to become
more involved in their learning while Skehan (1998) considers if learners are effective lem:ﬂ'
not. However, most students at technical universities find it hard to identify what they wantand
need to learn in ESP while they are struggling with specialized subjects at university and donu 5
know if they can get the right job when they graduate. ESP course designers, therefme,phy‘viﬂ :
role in deciding what should be taken into consideration in an ESP syllabus through the 'L, h
need analysis from different ESP stakeholders. e —

4. Challenges from practitioners and methodology i

One of the problems facing ESP teaching is the confusion of who should teach ESP: lan
teachers or subject teachers and what to teach in ESP: content knowledge or languag
Tabatabaei (2007) stated under the nature and objectives of ESP pedagogy that languag
are more suitable for ESP teaching than teachers of subject knowledge. How
teachers have 1o face with the insufficiency of specialist knowledge which
while content tcachers lack language teaching methodology since th
between teaching content subjects and teaching I

¥ 0
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course. Finally, beside evaluating students’ learning progress, the evaluation of course ang
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materials should also be conducted. Consequently, the working of ESP practitioners becomes hag
and more complicated which requires more skills, knowledge, and time. ;

authentic updated materials. Besides, teacher also needs to work closely with fie]q Spe
out appropriate teaching methods, authentic and updated materials to make studengg int

According to Bingyao (2016), there are troubles in ESP teaching: ESP teachers are ungh
compile textbooks, set up the courses, determine the teaching hours, and unable to form a ey
staff. There are no specific policies to improve state of ESP teaching and there is a lack ofE&i
professional teachers. Since the ESP teaching is interdisciplinary, professional teachers enco
barrier in the language while English teachers have professional knowledge barrier. The teutn
method is not appropriate and not innovative, and they often change the ESP courses abu
into translation courses and bilingual courses, which kill the students’ interest and confides
in learning English. Moreover, ESP teachers do not create any good language environmen
learning atmosphere which leads to the students’ demotivation in learning ESP.

Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998) suggest cooperation for subject-specific work Sﬂc}fl‘
Cooperation, Collaboration and Team-teaching. In Team-teaching, both English and Sub]?i
teachers are in charge of the same ESP class and teach simultaneously. The efficacy of collde™
and team teaching has attracted interests of many researchers such as Flowerdew and Pl
(2001), Hyland (2002), Johns & Swales (2002), Warschauer (2002) and the findings ’evea;:

= on (M
. writing (Jordan, 1997) and reading comprehension®”
d f > g 0”
an. Swilky, 1994), However, the differences in methodology, epistemology and ontology I
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since some subject teachers do not consider English language teaching a discipline (Barron, 2003).
Tl 1 o Fle ‘:;‘ D o 1o g 4 s, . . : . .

[he role of an ESP teacher (or practitioner) is so diverse and too many in one with overload work.
Tharafore .S (1 (! AR . v ‘ ' ‘ -re
rherefore, this kind of cooperation still depends on contexts of institutions and universities.

4.3. Challenges from ESP learners

According to Dudley Evans and St John (1998), ESP is a learner-centered approach which is
designed to meet the needs of the learners. It makes use of the methodology and activities of the
disciplines it serves and is centered on the language, skills, discourse and genres appropriate to
these activities. ESP learners are the “students to whom English is a foreign language” and they
“find their academic subject difficult, even though in all other respects they have the background
and intellectual ability to do the work” (Hajjaj, 1989; Lackstorm, 1972).

One of variable characteristics of ESP is that ESP is likely to be designed for adult learners;
either at a tertiary level institution or in a professional work situation. In most universities, students
start to study ESP when they are in their second or third year and they are expected to reach
intermediate level of general English. With specific purposes in mind, the learners know clearly
what they need to learn, and they will learn with high motivation what they find useful for their work
Jater or at present (Saliu, 2013). The challenges of working with multilevel classrooms in terms of
both level of language competence and professional competence are facing ESP teachers, which
results in serious difficulties for ESP teachers to teach and for the students to learn successfully.
Beside the problems of heterogeneity in language and content proficiency, lack of motivation and
passive learning style are also revealed in ESP teaching literature. (Falaus, 2016; Barron, 1992;
Khanh, 2015; Robinson, 1991; Zhang, 2011).

Adams-Smith (1989) claimed that an ESP course prepares “a good learner” who
not necessarily the one who comes top in the English class, but rather the one who performs
successfully in concurrent and subsequent English-medium subjects™ and these subject-oriented
needs of the specific learners should be the main focus of ESP. Learners’ age, attitudes, learning
strategies and motivation are also the areas of interest of researchers. ESP learners are defined as
adult learners at tertiary level or for workplace situations. These adults have a strong educational
background but have weaknesses in English. Robinson (1991) considered “adults™ as goal-oriented
learners are self-directed and autonomous who do not want to learn English for social or cultural
reasons, but they usually follow a utilitarian goal to learn it for their well-defined occupational or
academic needs. These adult learners have better learning behaviors in comparison with pre-adults
or adolescents who are dependents and strictly supervised by their teachers or parents. This well-
defined goal-orientated behavior of ESP learners increases interest and motivation (Hutchinson
and Waters, 1987; Dudley-Evans and St. John, 1998). It is suggested that ESP learners should be
actively involved in the process of the choice of the content materials, curriculum development‘and
teaching methodology to ensure maximum commitment and motivation of the program participants.
ESP course contents should be kept flexible to accommodate learners’ recommendations and ESP
teachers should be aware of the learners’ needs as not to introduce irrelevant materials to the

course (Adams-Smith, 1989; Saliu, 2013; Javid, 2013).

arners are expected to reach at least intermediate level in English
This characteristic, however, becomes a ser
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In most universities, ESP le
competence before attending an ESP course.
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ESP Jearners, therefore, should be informed what they need to learn to satisfy requiremeg
workplace, what they must do in their future job. Consequently, the cooperation, commypg,:
understanding, supporting among ESP stakeholders such as experts, leaders, teachers, Stud;
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5. CONCLUSION

English is a language; therefore, the teaching should focus on cultivating students’ ai:
of applying English. ESP follows this principle which refers to a specific profession or rel
disciplines, setting up English courses according to the learner’s particular purpose or the spe
need. Therefore, ESP courses are imperative in higher education and it is also the requirens
of social progress and education reform, the demands of the market, the needs of integrating
the world education in the future. Offering ESP courses at tertiary level is imperative to fill

the demands of supporting a well-educated workforce to society in the era of globalization®
knowledge-based economy.

Challenges in ESP teaching at tertiary level have become imperative due to the requirem?ﬁ

from deVe}OP@ept and diversity of global economy and society. Issues in ESP teaching dlﬁe
among universities worldwide ranging from “

5 . iy
eological i ici erspectives, ¥
should be carefully studied angd implemente ool

. : . Ak [1[5.\t
d to make it suitable for each universitys "

. i 0
actively involved j Companies as well), graduates, employer®™
edin the process of the choj of the content mateziagls curriculum developmeﬁt
enticity, reliability and practices of the ERl curﬂ; sh()u“
ent teachers or language teachers t0 teach ?

Xt, characteristics of the university. if

must” g : ; o
L tertiary education. However, the traditio i &

m . w
;:fo ¢d and adjusted and established th® n.e inw‘h‘
ealnerS, tﬁachers as the leadin gn integratm
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intematioﬂfﬂll education and stepping into the future together (Javid, 2015). The challenges in
ESP teaching may vary from different universities and any solutions given should be suitable and
feasible tO the state of each university. Then, teaching and learning ESP at university will become
more effective and fulfills partly the requirements from workplace.
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