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p. 6).  This open definition can be expanded to include entrepreneurial skills, 

such as English for job searching, presentation skills, and so on.  

In fact, ESP combines subject matter and English language teaching.  

According to Hutchinson and Waters (1987), a combination like this is highly 

motivating because students can relate what they have learned in their 

English lessons to their major field of study, whether it is accounting, business 

administration, economics, computer science, tourism, and so on.  Having to 

use the vocabulary and structures taught in meaningful situations that relates 

to the students’ dicipline reinforces what is learned and raises their motivation.  

Students approach the study of English through a field that is already known 

and relevant to them.  This means that they can utilize what they get in the 

ESP classroom directly in their work and study.  The ESP approach promotes 

the importance of what students are learning and assists them in making use 

of the English they are aware of, in order to learn even more English—

because their interest in their field will motivate them to interact with speakers 

and texts.  “The assumption underlying this approach was that the clear 

relevance of the English course to their needs would improve the learners’ 

motivation and thereby make learning better and faster” (Hutchinson & 

Waters, 1987, p. 8). 

ESP courses differ from General English because they broaden one’s 

knowledge about specific subject matter, by offering intensively specialized 

vocabulary that in turn prepares learners to use the language in their future 

professions (Varnosfadrani, 2009).  On the other hand, the methodology of an 

ESP teacher is different from that of a General English teacher; as opposed to 
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methidologies employed for General English, “…the key question is getting  

materials and methodologies bound effectively for a given class.  For 

example, a teacher in an ESP program may very well ask questions such as: 

‘Is the approach or technique I’m using suitable for learners of this mature 

age, skill level, first language and culture?” (Jordan, 1997, p. 32). Questions 

like these are pertinent to ESP, but another factor should also be considered: 

subject-explicit knowledge such as engineering methods, legal procedures, 

software programming, and so on. By definition, the learners in an ESP 

course will frequently know more about the technical aspects of the subject 

than the teacher.  “This supplementary factor is frequently what makes ESP 

overwhelming, but also thrilling and confronting” (Alharby, 2005, p. 34).  

Nevertheless, there are three main strategies open to ESP trainers 

whose comprehension of the specific subject is partial: openness and 

honesty, training and confidence, and integrity and frankness about 

organizational expectations (Day & Krzanowski, 2011). As Pădurean and 

Vizental (2015) point out, teachers should be confident that they have the 

fundamental skills to teach their students how to use the vocabulary in their 

future occupation and how to motivate their learners.  Sometimes, 

methodology is more important than knowledge and that is what teachers 

should take into consideration. 

 It is worth mentioning that there are two well-known features of ESP 

instruction presented by Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998) that can help 

distinguish between General English and ESP.  They extended the definitions 

of ESP in terms of absolute characteristics (must be available in any ESP 
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program) and variable characteristics (can be met in ESP courses but not 

necessarily) as shown in Table 2.1. 

 General English helps learners with language use in their everyday 

situations.  It focuses on developing general language skills (listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing, syntax, and vocabulary).  Despite the fact that 

ESP overlaps with General English, Hutchinson and Waters (1987) see the 

difference in practice, not in theory.  

According to Ahmad (2012), instructors teaching General English 

concentrate more on the language in general.  They aim at giving the learners 

a course that may satisfy their urge to know and understand a certain 

language.  However, when it comes to ESP, teachers give more importance 

to needs analysis and the writers of the material think very carefully about the 

goals of the learner (p. 115).  

ESP teachers are required to have the knowledge and teaching skills 

that will assist their learners, such as skills on how to make learning 

successful, how to make acquiring language powerful, and how to inspire 

students.  In other words, an ESP teacher with good methodology but narrow 

subject-matter comprehension may be more efficient than a subject expert 

with no awareness of methodology—a subject expert with strong methodology 

would be the best. 

To summarize, it is evident that the content, approach and 

methodology of teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP) differs 

considerably from what is used to teach General English. Teaching General  

English in schools, colleges and universities has been done successfully   
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Table 2.1. Absolute and Variable Characteristics of English for Specific    
Purposes. 
 

Absolute Characteristics  Variable Characteristics  

ESP must meet the 
learners’ specific needs 
and goals.  
 

Most ESP learners are 
adults who seek 
entrance to a tertiary 
level institution or are in 
a professional work 
situation. 
 

ESP makes use of 
methodologies and 
activities in order to 
serve certain disciplines. 
 

ESP is designed for 
advanced students or 
intermediates. 

ESP is centered on 
language, study skills, 
lexis, and discourse.  
 

Although ESP assumes 
basic knowledge of 
English, beginners can 
sometimes learn very 
well through ESP. 
 

 Developed methodology 
in general English may 
not be suitable for use in 
ESP. 
 

 
Source: Dudley- Evans, T. & St. John, M. (1998). Developments in English for 
specific purposes: A multi-disciplinary approach. Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge  
University Press. 
 

 

for centuries in many countries across the world.  These courses are often 

highly structured and even rigid, and specific outcomes are expected.  The 

approach with most ESP courses however, is to meet the specific English 

language needs and requirements of the more mature student, in an effective 

manner which is often less structured or rigid.  ESP is generally seen as 

applied General English where specific subject matter such as engineering or 

technology is taught in English to students who have qualifications in these 
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fields, but who feel they need to improve their English before enrolling in 

further studies or entering the workforce. In order for students to learn more 

English and promote their motivation, they need to practice English in a 

meaningful situation through a field of study that is familiar and relevant to 

them as in ESP.  This means that they can utilize what they learn in the ESP 

classroom directly in their work and study.   

The Development of English for Specific Purposes 

The beginning of ESP dates back to the 1960s.  It was modified by 

Ewer and Latorre (1969) after they noticed that school textbooks failed to 

meet the specific needs of the science student; they aimed at making ESP 

more relevant to science students.  In other words, “the school textbooks 

neglected some of the language forms commonly found in science texts; for 

example, compound nouns” (Hutchison & Waters, 1987, p. 10).  They explain 

that “the aim was to produce a syllabus which gave high priority to the 

language forms students would meet in their studies and in turn would give 

low priority to forms they would not meet” (p. 10).  The fact that each field has 

a unique register when using English led to the need for register analyses, in 

order to identify “the grammatical and lexical features of these registers” (p. 

10). 

In the recent past, ESP has been integrated with language-teaching 

practice; ESP has increased within instructional practice due to market forces 

and improved awareness within the academic and business communities that 

the needs of learners and students should be met wherever possible 

(Hutchison & Waters, 1987).  English is the language of technology; and 
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according to its powerful position in the world of science, economy and 

technology, “it has become well known in the ELT (English-Language-

Teaching) circle.  This is especially so because English has acquired the 

status of an international ‘lingua franca,’ and linguists have moved towards a 

situation-based notion of language” (Ahmad, 2012, p. 114).  He adds that 

ESP was the solution for professionals who had to learn English to be able to 

enter the job market. 

The special usefulness of ESP is revealed when “it is offered directly to 

learners in academic institutions and also to workers and professionals who 

have experience, in order to promote their understanding and communication 

with each other” (Jordan, 1997, p. 90).  With this flexibility in curricula, ESP 

can be considered either in academic or workplace contexts.  There are a 

number of factors that led to the development of ESP.  One of the main 

factors was the ineffectiveness of traditional language instruction in providing 

instruction to the growing specialization in careers.  Another reason was the 

increase in professionalism during the 1960s (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; 

Jordan, 1997). 

Traditional language instruction did not take learners’ aims and 

requirements into consideration and it became obvious that a different 

approach was needed.  Hutchinson and Waters (1987) determined three main 

reasons that led to the growth of ESP: The first reason was the growth in 

many spheres of life in the second half of the twentieth century.  Due to this 

growth, human activities became more specific and common communication 

criteria became necessary, hence the development of ESP. Secondly, it 
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became apparent that the use of the English language varies depending on 

context; this means that each context requires specific attention. The third 

reason that led to the growth of ESP is the growth of educational psychology 

that led to the emphasis on teaching practice rather than theory itself.  A 

further reason that could have led to development of ESP is the challenges 

that EIL speakers might experience while communicating with each other. 

“Despite many critics of ESP, it developed rather quickly and became widely 

accepted, and is also considered as a bona fide division of ELT” (Hutchinson 

& Waters, 1987, p. 99). 

 ESP brought a big shift in approaches to teaching languages because 

it became centered exclusively on the learners.  However, the “characteristic 

of learner-centeredness is not unique to ESP” (Jordan, 1997, p. 90).  ESP is 

suitable for all people irrespective of their professions, especially those with 

some level of proficiency in the English language; however it is not a 

requirement for someone to have proficiency in the English language to 

benefit from ESP instruction.  ESP is simply a unique, practical development 

in the study of English.  The main objective of ESP is determined by being 

attentive to the requirements of learners.  The development of ESP has 

necessitated the development of varying standards and procedures.  These 

procedures include the following:  Assessment of students’ needs, 

development of teaching materials, and implementation of teaching plans 

(Hutchinson & Waters, 1987, p. 79). 

“ESP is essentially a training operation which seeks to provide learners 

with a restricted competence to enable them to cope with certain clearly 
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(Jones & Alexander, 1989). The stern regulations of grammar are sometimes 

overlooked in such cases, when for example, an anxious negotiator's only 

target is to reach an agreement as quickly as possible.   

EBP means different things to different people (Jones & Alexander, 

1989).  To some, it focuses on vocabulary and themes used in the worlds of 

business, international relations, trade, and finance.  To others it means 

the communication skills utilized in the workplace, and hones in on the 

language and skills required for typical business conversation such as 

meetings, presentations, small talk, report writing, negotiations, and 

correspondence.EBP is more often than not an option for international 

students.  It can be studied at a university, college, or any institution around 

the world that offers courses or modules in EBP.  

Business English Teaching in Saudi Arabia  

The main focus of this section is to address some issues related to 

Business English Teaching (BET) in Saudi Arabia.  BET is one of the major 

branches of ESP (English for Specific Purposes), which was primarily 

developed to prepare learners for their business careers. In the current era of 

globalization, English is becoming a universal language in both education 

and business.  In this type of scenario, Saudi Arabia is not an exception; in 

fact, the rest of the world has played a significant role in preferring English 

over other languages (Ahmad, 2012). 

 The research and teaching of business English is the development 

stage in Saudi Arabia.  Not long ago, business English was introduced in 

colleges and universities in Saudi Arabia because ELT practitioners “think that 
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used by students because it helps them obtain information and prepare for 

tests. 

Finally, participants rated their skills in reading, writing, listening, 

speaking, and vocabulary. Although about half of the students considered 

their language skills “perfect” or “adequate,” a large number considered 

themselves to be struggling or in need some help with business English. 

However, most of the struggling students needed help with vocabulary more 

than the other language skills. Based on this, it is logical to conclude that 

vocabulary teaching is as important as the four language skills. Vocabulary is 

the main component of all language skills and sufficient knowledge of 

vocabulary enables learners to develop a high level of comprehension. On the 

contrary, insufficient knowledge of vocabulary will lead students to lose 

coherence in context.  

Last, but not least, 50 percent of the participants showed an interest in 

tutoring to achieve their success in business, but only 30 percent provided 

their contact information. As a result, those who are interested in tutoring will 

be contacted to attend the tutoring sessions designed particularly for business 

English and which are built on the student’s language needs.  

In sum, language could be an obstacle to international students in the 

CBPA.  Passing English language tests or completing language programs 

does not necessarily provide proper language skills required for a student’s 

targeted field. In fact, students’ needs must be taken into consideration to 

assure their success in the future.  
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Limitations of the Study    

 The current study has its limitations. The first one is related to the 

number of responses. Despite the fact that the survey web link was emailed to 

570 international students in CPBA, only 61 participants responded to the 

survey, not to mention that some of them skipped a large part of the 

questions, which made the survey data very limited.  A large number of 

students would make the study more valid in terms of generalization of the 

findings. 

Secondly, the period of the study was limited. Due to time limitation, 

data were collected for the investigation with the questionnaire only. Other 

data collective sources such interviews and observations would have provided 

more reliable results. Finally, the emphasis was on investigating the students’ 

needs, so it was not possible to provide tutoring at the same time. On the 

other hand, the survey results will be used by the researcher and other 

colleagues in order to provide students with tutoring in business English 

based on the students’ needs in the future.  

 

Recommendations for Future Study 

There are certain aspects that should be taken into consideration for 

future research on needs analysis.  Although this study examined students’ 

needs in business English, the survey can be modified to suit English learners 

in various fields.  Moreover, it is beneficial to apply the survey to tutees who 

aim at pursuing the field of business. Most importantly, the study revealed that 

the majority of students need help with vocabulary; therefore, it should be a 
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significant area to address and taught intensively.  

Due to limited time, personalized vocabulary did not take place in this 

research yet the research proved the necessity of vocabulary 

learning/building.  For this reason, the researcher suggests using this 

personalized learning as a strategy. Adding to that, vocabulary terms vary 

from one field to the other and that is why vocabulary has to be personalized 

to meet business English needs.  

Future research may include extensive details on the specific areas of 

language skills that learners need master in business English.  In conclusion, 

future research must consider the following: first, an extended time is needed 

to conduct various data collection procedures; and second, we should 

consider teaching vocabulary intensively.  

Conclusion  

 This research examined learners’ needs in English for specific 

purposes. The results have demonstrated the fact that international students 

in CBPA need help with their business English skills, particularly in 

vocabulary. Therefore, English language instruction must be adapted, first of 

all, to prepare learners to enter their targeted field, which will save time and 

effort and enhance success in their future occupation or academic field. On 

the other hand, underestimating students’ needs will result in an insufficient 

communications competency in their target communities. The research paper 

is an attempt to honor a learner-centered ideology and solve the discontinuity 

of learner’ expectations and irrelevant language instruction.  

 Likewise, the research paper highlighted the importance of the concept 



110 
 

of English as an international language that led to English for specific 

purposes along with needs analysis; in other words, it aimed at adjusting 

language instruction to suit various learners with distinct goals. Unlike the 

one-size-fits-all programs, ESP and NA are able to provide learners with 

efficacious language instruction and programs because they identify learners’ 

needs and work from that point. To sum up, teaching English must be a 

matter of achieving communicative competence in specific content rather than 

merely attaining general linguistic competence. 
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APPENDIX A 

NEEDS ANALYSIS IN ENGLISH FOR  

SPECIFIC PURPOSES QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX B 
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