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Review

ABSTRACT

Regarding English and more precisely within higher education districts, a new branch is integrated namely ESP or
English for specific purposes. This new discipline is fundamentally based on needs specification and thus, process
adaptation, i.e., the English taught in the ESP situation should mainly be based on learners’ needs in terms of skills
notably: reading; speaking; listening; and writing. The aim of this paper is to synthesize the rationale behind the
contribution of the different function of ESP to make it an approach not a product.
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INTRODUCTION
Before looking at the rationale behind the contribution of the function of ESP in making it an approach not a product, it

should be mentioned here that there is not both one best way to teach foreign languages, in general and ESP in
particular; nor a single best set of teaching materials. This is because teachers will vary both in their methods and
techniques used while teaching and what they are intended to teach. It follows therefore, that there is no single 'magic
bullet' that can be offered to support language teaching across all phases. This means that the more effectiveness is
present while teaching, the more students will benefit. This is about teaching English in general, so what about ESP? This
will be discussed in the following sub titles.

FUNCTIONS OF ESP
Typically, the rationale behind integrating ESP in ELT is to help language learners cope with features of language or

develop the competencies needed to function in a discipline, professional practices, or work place. This led Benesch [1] to
call for a critical approach to EAP (English for Academic Purposes) teaching. This view was supported by two main factors:
first, the growing concern about the social and political implications of ESP teaching and second, the emergence of
critical approaches in recent years. In sum, it is time to stand back from current practices in ESP teaching and consider
the ideas and theories behind them.

In the same line with Benesch, Stern [2] proposes a framework for analysis to examine ESP in practice and research
comprising three lines of enquiry: ideas about language, about learning, and about teaching. Here is a detailed
discussion of these elements contributing in the formulation of the ESP approach and function as well.

When speaking about ESP teaching, it often takes - as a point of departure - the analysis and description of “language
systems”. Hopper [3] defines language systems as: “A set of abstract structures present for all speakers and hearers that
is a prerequisite for the use of language.” Based on Hopper’s definition, three language systems can be seen as evidence
in both ESP teaching and research. Furthermore, they represent the underlying functions of ESP. They are listed below.
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Functions Related to Teaching and Research

The first function ESP is there to fulfill is teaching. In this phase, a set of systems have to be covered: the grammatical
structure which includes the rules governing the composition of clauses, phrases, and words. The core vocabulary that
encompasses words frequently used and tended to be useful in a variety of situations (e.g., I, the, have, and, on, want,
etc.), Patterns of text organizations, i.e., how to organize information or ideas in a piece of writing. In sum, the primary
function of ESP is to describe and ensure that learners are familiar with what is perceived to be the core of English. This
was in teaching, so what about research?

Believing that research is a systematic process of collecting and analysing data to increase our understanding on a
specific phenomenon [4], and in the same line with functions of ESP, the primary concern is to identify and describe the
core structures. According to Helen:

One of the major advantages of this approach to language description at a practical level is that fairly heterogeneous
groups of ESP learners can be taught together; for example, English for General Academic Purpose’s courses can be
offered rather than English for specific academic purposes.

From Helen’s argument, it is clearly seen that the set of basic structures, words, or generic patterns of text organization
already mentioned above are seen to be the central underlying criteria of the ESP approach. This leads to say that having
even a little knowledge about them is a prerequisite to language use regardless of specific domains. In line with these
arguments, study of language use in the specific domain can come later.

Functions Regarding Language Use

In this part, our concern will be the description of language use and functional explanations of language. When dealing
with the description of language use, the major focus is on the communicative purposes people wish to achieve and how
language – as a means of communication- helps achieving those purposes. When it comes to functional explanations of
language, Brown and Levinson [5]describe this fact as being:

“To locate sources outside the linguistic systems that determine how language is organized. ESP has embraced such
idea.”

As stated previously, the linguistic factor is a dominant one in ESP. This is why; the functional view of language is seen
from two angles: first, the different types of linguistic enquiry in ESP, descriptions of speech acts, genres, and social
interaction formulas used in professional, workplace, or academic environment. Second, the attempts made to identify
how words are used in particular disciplines (such as economy or law) to express discipline- specific concepts or what it is
called terminology.

In sum, the ESP approach is built on an assessment of purposes needs analysis, and the functions for which English is
required. In fact, as a general rule, when teaching EGP, the four skills i.e. listening; reading; speaking; and writing are
stressed equally. However in an ESP context needs analysis plays a vital role in determining which of them is most
needed by the student and consequently the syllabus will be designed accordingly.

In this sense, an ESP program, might, for example, emphasize the development of reading skills in students who are
preparing for graduate work in business administration; or it might promote the development of spoken skills in students
who are studying English in order to become tourist guides [6]. Now we move to examine the link between theories about
language learning and ESP.

Functions towards Learning

Although explicit discussion of learning has been limited in the ESP literature, ideas about learning can be inferred
from the course and materials designs developed and the types of research undertaken. We will divide this part into:
ideas about the conditions needed in order for language learning to take place and the process through which learning is
understood to occur.

Two ideas about the conditions and how these ideas are reflected in ESP teaching and research are as follows: the first
idea (acculturation). The theory of acculturation can be broken down to include a few different topics; these include
learning a new language, immersion, assimilation, and integration. Moreover, the concept is based on social
considerations and is premised on the idea that ESP learners need to be enclosed social proximity or contact with their
discourse communities [7].

The second idea (input and interaction): It has been hypothesized that input which is com prehensile and interaction
which has been modified best facilitate second language acquisition. Since the classroom is one of the few places where
comprehensible input and modified interaction are made available, and since the teacher is an important source of
input, this paper suggests that it is essential for ESL teachers to analyze what actually has gone on in their own language
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classrooms. Furthermore, is based on linguistic considerations and rests on the argument that provision of sufficient
linguistic input opportunities for interaction are prerequisites for language learning [8].

However, language learning does not occur because learners enjoy conditions favorable to learning; it occurs as a
result of learners engaging in cognitive processes and mental activities. When it comes to perspectives about learning
process can be divided into two explanations: inter-mental and intra-mental. The former explains language learning as
resulting from the cognitive processes of individual learner. The later, as resulting, forms the social activity of learner [9].

Speaking about the inter-mental perspective - also known as information processing - it offered a view of learning as
an individual mental activity composed of simple processes which take time and practice, and through practice there is a
development from controlled to automatic processing [10]. While the inter-mental perspective - also known as activity
theory - offered a socio-cultural view of learning. It also offered a view of learning as shaped and constructed by the goals
of the learners by suggesting that it is the learners who determine what they will learn and the same instructional task or
activity is typically used by different learning objectives, and thus that the learner learns different things from them.

Another point should be mentioned here which is content- based approach. It is an approach related to language
teaching and ESP which can be linked to information processing perspectives of learning. Advocates of this approach
argue that language is best learned through the process of learning disciplinary or technical subject content [11]. It views
the target language largely as the vehicle through which subject matter content is learned rather than as the immediate
object off study [12].

From all what has been said above, one can say that ESP is a student-centered rather than teacher- directed teaching
method (Haines, 1989). But: Where is the role of the teacher clearly seen? How does it fit in the learning process? What
are the responsibilities of the teacher? Are there specific methodologies in ESP teaching? What are the objectives of
teaching ESP? All these questions will be discussed in what follows.

A teacher who already has experience in teaching English as a second language (ESL) should recognize the ways in
which his/her teaching skills can be adapted for the teaching of ESP. As an ESP teacher, you must play many roles: you
may be asked to organize courses, to set learning activities, or establish a positive learning environment in the
classroom, and to evaluate student’s progress. To do so, ESP has certain methodologies to use.

The discussion of those methodologies was coined by Stern [7] to refer to an overriding methodological principle
covering a wide variety of classroom techniques and procedures at the planned level of teaching. We have the
predominantly input; input – to-output; predominantly output, and output to input.

Two of the above mentioned strategies are input-based. The first (predominantly input) is linked to the idea that
learning occurs through students being exposed to samples of language use [13]. The second (input-to-output) is linked to
the idea that learners need first notice language forms and features, and then use them in their own production [14].

On the other hand, two are output-based. The first (predominantly output) is linked to the idea that learning occurs
through students struggling to communicate and being pushed to reach their linguistic ceilings [15-17]. The second
(output-to-input) is associated with the idea that learners are ready to acquire new language when they have experienced
a whole (a lacuna) in their repertoire and are offered a solution to that problem in the form of feedback [15].

Regarding the objectives behind teaching ESP, there is a variety of objectives in that process.

The first is to reveal subject-specific language use which is linked to the linguistic knowledge objective and, to a lesser
extent; the cultural knowledge objective [8].

The second is to develop target performance competencies which can be described as an approach focused on
developing the ability to perform the activities of an occupation [18].

The third is to teach underlying knowledge or competencies which is term used by Hutchinson and Waters to refer to
disciplinary concepts from the students’ field of study.

The fourth is to develop strategic competence which acts as a “mediator” between external situational context and the
internal language and background knowledge needed to respond to the communicative situation [19].

The last is to foster critical awareness which means that ESP teaching should work to encourage the learners - who
became members of the target environment - to change the target situation to better suit their needs. Thus, ESP teaching
should help students realize that target demands may be up for negotiation and that they have a role to play in taking
action to help this come about [20].

To conclude this part, one can say that if the ESP community hopes to grow up and flourish in the future of ELT, it is
more than necessary that the agents and practitioners understand what ESP actually represents. Only then, new
members can join with confidence to collaborate with the existing ones for the sake of carrying the practices which have
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brought ESP to the position it has in EFL teaching today. The following part will examine an important element in any ESP
situation i.e., the process of an ESP course design as well as the underlying criteria in that process.

ESP AS AN APPROACH
When it comes to ESP as an approach, one can say that it focuses on language centered in both theory and practice.

This leads to say that giving a definition of ESP establishing a context about how it is seen; at the present time; in relation
to the rest of ELT branches is more than a necessity. According to Hutchinson and water [21,22]: “In the time honored
manner of Linguistics, we shall represent the relationship in the form of a tree”. They represent some of the common
divisions that are made in ELT.

When looking to the top of the ELT tree, it shows the different branches at which individual ESP courses take place.
This level is mainly divided into two types of ESP:

For the requirements of academic studies the English needed is either: EOP, (English for Occupational Purpose), EVP, /
English for Vocational Purpose, and VESL (Vocational English as a Second Language).

EAP: English for Academic Purpose aiming at preparing individuals for work place as well as training.

This was about the top side of the tree; concerning the down, and at this level, the main concern is the nature of ESP
courses related to a specific domain or area of interest (specialized courses). Here, three categorizations can be
recognized: EST (English for Science and Technology), EBE (English for Business and Economics) and ESS (English for
Social Sciences).

The last level to speak about is that ESP is just one branch of EFL (English as a foreign language) and /ESL (English as
a second language). These two last formulate the main branches of English language teaching in general or what is
referred to as EGP (English for general purposes. Now- and since we are talking about a tree- automatically it needs to be
nourished. This is why communication and learning serve as the main roots without which that tree cannot survive.

Now, if someone tends to look at the analogy of a tree mentioned above, he or she will figure out what ESP is not
about. The following criteria denote that idea.

ESP is not just a matter of science words and grammar for scientist and so on. When we look at the tree, there is
actually much hidden from view inside and beneath the tree although we know the leaves and the branches. They are
supported by a complex underlying structure. The point is we need much more communication than just the surface
features of what we read and hear and also we need to distinguish between performance and competence in relation to
what people actually do with language and the range of knowledge and abilities which can enable them to do it.

ESP is not different in kind from any other form of language teaching. It is based on the principles of effective and
efficient learning. Even though the content of the learning is different; the processes of learning should be different for
the ESP learner than for the general English learner.

ESP is not a matter of teaching ''specialized varieties'' of English because the fact that language is used for a specific
purpose. There are some features which can be identified as ''typical'' of a particular context of use, and which, later on
help learners to be prepared to meet in the target situation.

CONCLUSION
To conclude with, one can say ESP is a different form of ELT for the simple reason that it is an approach not a product.

This idea is stressed by the fact that it (ESP) is based on learners' need with no emphasis on a given methodology or a
particular type of teaching material. In addition to this the linguistic factor dominates both the origins and development of
ESP where the focus is mainly on the nature of specific varieties of language use depending on both needs identification
and analysis.
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