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СЕКЦІЯ 3. АКТУАЛЬНІ ПРОБЛЕМИ МЕТОДИКИ ВИКЛАДАННЯ 

ІНОЗЕМНИХ МОВ 

Nataliia Antonenko 
Rivne 

ENGLISH FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES: COURSE DESIGN 

Many English teachers around the world are called on to teach English in job-

related or career-related settings. Where English students are adults with a common 

professional interest in learning English, an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 

approach is often the most motivating and effective. 

What is ESP? 

The common factor in all ESP programs is that they are designed for adults 

who have a common professional or job-related reason for learning English, a 

common context in which to use English, content knowledge of their subject area, 

and well-developed learning strategies. This means that the student brings to the ESP 

class a reason for learning and a context for use of English, knowledge of the 

vocational or professional field, and well-developed adult learning strategies. 

These student characteristics are the basis for the two important aspects of ESP 

course design that form the theme for this article: its focus on the learner and on task-

based activities that are designed to reflect some real use of English outside the 

classroom. 

ESP courses are developed through a needs assessment that identifies what the 

students need to do in English (tasks), the contexts in which they will do it (texts), 

and what their current level of English is. 

The teacher then selects materials and activities to move from a text to a task, 

and to teach language in the context of those texts and tasks. The specific purpose, or 

content focus, helps identify vocabulary and other language components and the 

contexts in which they are used. In other words, ESP courses do not use artificial 

tasks that teach arbitrary vocabulary and drill grammatical structures out of context. 

Needs assessment 

The purpose of a needs assessment is fourfold. First, the teacher must become 

acquainted with the sponsoring institution and its requirements. Second, the needs 
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assessment identifies how learners will use English in their technical fields. (What 

are the tasks the learners will ultimately be expected to perform?) Third, the needs 

assessment gives the teacher initial insights about the prospective students’ current 

level of performance in English. Fourth, the needs assessment provides an 

opportunity to collect samples of authentic texts, spoken and written, that are used by 

the students in their jobs or professions. 

Tasks that must be accomplished as part of the needs assessment include 

interviewing administrators or supervisors, interviewing students, and identifying 

available materials. 

Level finding 

In some ESP situations you may feel that level finding is irrelevant, because 

the group composition is determined by the contracting institution and you cannot 

divide the students into groups according to their proficiency in English. But even 

though the multilevel classroom is the norm in ESP, you need to know the skill levels 

of the students you have in order to provide a more effective program. 

The level-finding procedures suggested here are fairly informal, and can be 

adapted to any situation. Even if you use a standardized test for level finding, 

supplementing it with these procedures will give you a better feel for what the 

students are capable of, and for what their level of comprehension of the teacher will 

be in the initial classes. Four level-finding instruments are suggested here: “Can-do” 

statements [1], cloze exercises [2], oral interviews, and writing samples. 

1. “Can-do” statements: language level descriptions can be used to 

develop statements describing what a learner is able to do in English at various levels 

of proficiency. Sample “Can-do” statements for the business English program 

divided by language skill, are [1]: 

Reading: 

I have to use a dictionary to read anything in English. 

I can read most business letters without using a dictionary. 

Listening: 

I can understand English when the speaker talks slowly and repeats often. 
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I can easily understand and speak about business on the telephone. 

Writing: 

I can write a simple letter about routine business. 

I can write a rough draft of an internal report. 

Speaking: 

English speakers have trouble understanding what I say in English. 

I have difficulty participating in meetings in English. 

Adult students generally do quite well in assessing their own abilities when 

presented with such functional statements. Their own assessments will give you 

information about their perceptions of their skill levels and needs. 

2. Cloze exercises: To get an indication of your students’ reading level, 

John Haskell [2] suggests constructing a cloze passage of about 250 words from a 

text you are considering using. Reproduce the text, deleting every fifth word and 

replacing it with a blank. Tell students this is not a test, that you are determining the 

appropriate level of reading difficulty for them. Ask them to read the text and write 

an appropriate word in each blank. Give ample time for them to complete the 

exercise. Score the samples, accepting the exact word only. 

Haskell suggests that second-language students will not be able to fill in more 

than 60-70% of even easy material. If the average class score is less than 43% 

(frustration level) it is too difficult even for class work. If the average class score is 

greater than 53% (independent reading level) it can be assigned for students to read 

on their own. The ideal, according to Haskell, is between 43% and 53% as a class 

average. These figures, however, are not absolute. You will need to experiment with 

your group of learners to determine the level of accuracy that reflects appropriate 

reading difficulty for them. A similar exercise can be done as a listening cloze to 

determine listening-comprehension levels. 

3. Oral interviews: The interviews you conduct as part of your needs 

assessment can also be used to informally assess your students’ ability to listen to 

and speak in English. Use these interviews to help you understand how much 

adjustment you need to do in the first days of class so that you will be understood by 
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the majority of students. 

4. Writing sample: Ask your students to do a short free-writing task in 

order to get a picture of what kind of writing instruction and practice they need. 

All of these instruments will help you understand your students’ current level 

of skill. You can use the results to divide a class into groups, or just to know the 

range of skills in your program. 

Set goals and objectives 

Following your needs assessment and level finding, you will be able to set 

some goals for your program. These can be either skill-oriented, e.g., that your 

students will be able to read specific job-related texts; or task-related, e.g., that they 

will be able to argue for a position or ask for information. Your goals should be 

closely related to the needs you have identified, following directly from the tasks 

performed by your students in their current or future work. For example, drivers need 

to understand simple commands related to going somewhere, need to know the 

numbers in English to tell time, etc. Developing these skills can be the goals of your 

program. Beyond these broad goals, specific objectives should be formulated which 

lead to the achievement of the goals. These objectives should indicate how students 

will demonstrate the attainment of the objectives. 

Select/adapt materials 

Teachers often leap into materials development and lesson planning on a 

micro-level before they have gotten a broad overview of the course they will teach. It 

is important to look at the whole picture before beginning to write individual lessons. 

Divide your course into segments of two to three class sessions and choose content-

based themes in the specific purpose area that your lessons will be built from. This 

allows you to draw on the same texts for a variety of activities. 

Use a thematic organization that chooses particular topics and builds on them 

from one class to another, rather than random texts on unrelated topics. Understand 

that in “authentic” situations, understanding a new text comes from reference to the 

context and surroundings. Build such contexts into your units by referring to 

previous work and drawing on the frame of reference that learners already have. 
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Select texts (spoken and written) that will motivate your students because they 

reflect the kinds of tasks the students wish to be able to perform in English. Choose 

texts that are examples of natural communication. Be cautious about “simplifying” 

authentic texts. Especially when you are not a content expert, your simplification 

may result in incorrect content or in texts that are pragmatically inappropriate. If your 

students’ level is far below that needed to access any of the texts you have identified, 

you may need to identify intermediate goals that can draw on a level of text that is 

accessible to the students at their current level. The challenge is to identify or create 

texts that are motivating and will clearly move students to a higher level of English 

proficiency. 

Design lessons 

Typically, ESP materials consist of a text and language exercises based on the 

text, but such materials can be quite boring for both students and teacher. Hutchinson 

and Waters [3] point out that both the content of the material and the task that the 

material enables the learner to perform are important aspects of the materials. 

When selecting texts (spoken or written) to use as the basis of ESP lessons, 

think about the content of the text and the task that the learner should be able to 

perform as a result of working with this text. Then identify the language skills that 

are needed to perform the task and that are reflected in the text. 

Following is a model of materials and activities design [3]: 

1. Provide an input text: Select a text, dialogue, video, diagram, or other 

piece of communication data, depending on the needs you have defined in your 

analysis. This input should provide: 

 stimulus material for activities 

 new language items 

 correct models of language use 

 a topic for communication 

 opportunities for learners to use their existing knowledge both of the 

language and the subject matter 

2. Identify a content focus: Language is not an end in itself, but a means of 
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conveying information and feelings about something. Nonlinguistic content should 

be exploited to generate meaningful communication in the classroom. 

3. Identify a language focus: Good materials should give learners the 

opportunity to take the language to pieces, study how it works, and practice putting it 

back together again. 

4. Specify a task: The ultimate purpose of language learning is language 

use. Materials should lead towards a communicative task in which learners use the 

content and language knowledge they have built up. 

These steps outline a process of lesson design. While the text provides the 

input for the lesson, the primary focus is the task. The language structures and 

informational content of the text are the foundation on which the learners can develop 

their language skills to the point where they are able to carry out the task. 

Create an adult-oriented learning environment 

Motivate the learning by sharing your goals and objectives with your students. 

Draw on your students' knowledge and acknowledge it. Teachers too often lose the 

opportunity to take advantage of what their students bring to class in the way of 

content and background knowledge. 

Another task of the ESP teacher is to provide language-related information. 

The teacher is the English-language expert, and one component of the ESP lesson 

should be information about the pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, and 

appropriateness of English forms. This should be done in the context of interesting 

and motivating texts. 

Finally, each lesson should provide structured opportunities for student 

practice, leading students to apply what they have learned in the English class in their 

real-life jobs or studies.  

Assess student progress 

Any ESP course requires some assessment of student progress. In assessing 

students, it is important to distinguish between teaching and testing. Allow students 

to work cooperatively during teaching times; do not test ability before students have 

received input and practice. Classroom activities should not constantly pressure 
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students to perform before they have had a chance to learn. Test achievement by 

designing tasks that reflect the tasks and skills you have developed. 

Assess informally on a daily basis either by reviewing the task students have 

done or by asking for feedback that will show you whether they have achieved the 

objective you set. Since ESP is task-oriented, tests should also be, and should be 

reflective of what students have learned [4]. 

Conclusion 

Developing and teaching ESP courses is demanding and requires creativity, 

but can be extremely rewarding because of the real-life, immediate application of 

learning that typically accompanies an ESP program. In working with adult 

professionals, it is necessary to be responsive to their needs and flexible in adapting 

your program. 
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ВИКОРИСТАННЯ ВІДЕОМАТЕРІАЛІВ У НАВЧАННІ 

ІНОЗЕМНОЇ МОВИ 

Для забезпечення повноцінної та ефективної організації навчальної 

роботи учнів на уроці з метою формування міжнародної компетенції важливу 

роль відіграють засоби навчання іноземної мови. 




