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Abstract:The present paper is intended to highlight the role of communication skills in 

the context of teaching English for Specific Purposes, given their importance of these 

skills both in the economy of the course syllabus and as an overall objective of any 

specialized language training. The study also identifies some of the most common 

obstacles faced by language instructors when designing and implementing 

communicative activities and suggests ways of overcoming them by resorting to specific 

methodological aids. Additionally, the author attempts to formulate a series of principles 

describing ESP teaching with a focus on communicative skills and starting from the 

theoretical background of the Communicative Language Teaching method. 
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The essential goal of any language teaching approach is the 

communicative competence. In oral or written form, human communication is the 

fundamental objective of language classes and it is the foundation of all syllabi, 

course materials, lesson plans and activity design. 

There is, of course, much to be said about the otherwise too broadly used 

term of ‘communication’ when talking about English language teaching and 

learning goals. The terminological debate gains in complexity when the teaching 

process takes place in an ESP (English for Specific Purposes) learning 

background. The characteristic features of teaching specialized languages imply a 

specific approach to communication skills, which are to be practiced in the 

professional context required by the students’ profile. This specific requirement 

means not only a careful selection of teaching materials, but also an adequate 

treatment of specific communicative activities which should foster student 

involvement and facilitate the type of communicative competences imposed by 

students’ professional profile.  

Broadly speaking, communication is an exchange of ideas between people 

either orally or in writing. In the present paper, communication also encompasses 

notions of fluency and accuracy, which are factors to be considered by language 
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instructors so that students can achieve effective foreign language communication 

skills.  

The main aim of the present paper is to frame the theoretical background 

of the general notion of ‘communication’ in the particular context of teaching ESP, 

to identify the reasons why an adequate level of communication is not always 

achieved during the ESP class and to propose strategies, methods and activities 

that lead to enhanced communication skills. 

The communication process within an ESP teaching environment 

undergoes the well-known communication model which implies the existence of 

a series of factors: the sender, who encodes a message and sends it through a 

channel. The channel signifies the language used (words, actions, signs, objects 

etc). The message is sent to the receiver; he/she decodes it and reacts to it under 

the form of a response / feedback. All these elements compose the 

communicational process in what Raman and Sharma call “communication 

environment” [1]. The importance of the communication environment – which, in 

the case of teaching EFL is the classroom – gains particular importance in the 

context of ESP. The same authors acknowledge this in what they perceive as the 

essentials of effective communication: a common communication environment, 

cooperation between the sender and the receiver, selection of an appropriate 

channel, correct encoding and decoding of the message and receipt of the desired 

response and feedback. Transposed in the context of an ESP class, the achievement 

of communicative goals implies a good knowledge of the language instructor of 

students’ overall professional objectives, a good selection of materials (channel) 

and the design of suitable communicative activities in order to ensure the desired 

response (feedback).  

Designing successful communicative activities in the ESP class is not an 

easy task. On the one hand, the teacher is confronted with the general objectives 

of communicative activities for general purposes: students have to convey 

meaning, sometimes even persuade other people, negotiate things, establish 

relationships, adjust to unpredictable situations, develop comparative skills and 

critical thinking, and focus on such aspects as fluency, accuracy, coherence and 

cohesion. Moreover, students also must become proficient in conversing on a 

variety of topics which are directly related to their field of study, which requires a 

lot of planning on the part of the teacher, an adequate selection of specialized 

vocabulary, professional jargon as well as of language functions which are 

characteristic for the specific targeted discourse.  

Based on personal experience and shared experience from fellow teachers 

specialized in ESP we have identified some obstacles which hinder the acquisition 

and adequate practice of communication skills in an English language class 

focused on specialized language. The identification of these elements is a 
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necessary step in the design of creative, alternative strategies to motivate students 

and foster communicative practices. The most common obstacles which we have 

identified are, in random order, the following: 

1. The overcrowded classes (over 30 students). Because of administrative 

reasons, in universities ESP is sometimes taught in large groups of students, which 

reduces the chances of much communication to take place.  

2. The low motivation of some university students specializing in topics 

other than English language. In some cases, the role of ESP in their formation as 

future professionals is perceived to be lower compared to other academic subjects. 

In these cases, the language instructor must find the right methodologies to 

increase students’ intrinsic motivation, which is the genuine condition of success. 

A well-motivated student is willing to communicate more efficiently on a series 

of topics in which he is intrinsically interested.  

3. The classroom setting does not always favor communicative 

interactions. In case the language classes do not take place in a dedicated room 

which the instructor may adjust so as to serve his/her communicational objectives, 

it may be difficult to design interactive communicative activities due to constraints 

related to physical space. One possible creative solution to this problem in the case 

of the ESP class is to turn the apparent constraint into an advantage and construct 

the communicative activity around the realia surrounding students. This solution 

can be put into practice in technical English classes taking place, for example, in 

an engineering lab which could be turned into an opportunity to practise 

specialized vocabulary related to specific engineering experiments.  

4. The teaching materials can be a major obstacle for the more traditional 

ESP teacher used to the classic textbook accompanied by the much needed 

teacher’s book. There are areas in ESP which totally or almost completely lack 

educational resources. The reasons might be either the novelty of the professional 

domain with its corresponding vocabulary and communicative language 

objectives (in which case there are no teaching materials on this subject yet) or its 

extremely specific character (so specific that existent ESP textbooks and 

additional materials do not cover sufficiently). A concrete example: there are quite 

a few resources to for technical English classes – or, comparatively speaking, 

much more numerous than there were ten or twenty years ago – but they are mostly 

focused on general engineering and technical language functions. A teacher who 

must increase communicative skills in engineering students specializing in 

mining, medical or instrumentation engineering will not find ready-made 

resources which can be successfully used while practising specific vocabulary. 

This shortcoming can be addressed by self-made materials based on authentic 

resources. While the task is laborious and difficult given the fact that the instructor 

is not a specialist in the above-mentioned domains, the results are likely to 
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encourage and motivate students to communicate more on topics which interest 

them professionally.  

5. Students’ interest in certain topics. Students are subjectively drawn to a 

certain category of topics and they may equally subjectively dismiss others. When 

selecting the range of ESP topics which create the input for communicative 

activities, the language instructor should pay attention to the inclusion of a variety 

of subjects, tasks and activities. From personal experience, I have noticed 

students’ preference for engaging into conversation when the topic is entertaining 

and potential controversial, which creates the premises of arguments and the 

expression of opinions. It is possible to come up with entertaining material even 

in the case of ESP; contrary to popular belief, communication activities in 

specialized language can and should create hot debates.  

6. Teacher-student relationship. This rapport is essential in creating an 

atmosphere conducive to speaking; students are likely to be better communicators 

and more inclined to participate in speaking activities if they feel accepted, if the 

atmosphere is relaxing and friendly. 

7. Learning background and level of language. The students’ English 

language history is also a significant factor impacting communication skills. If 

communication habits are already formed and practiced during highschool, 

students will continue to communicate successfully in an ESP context. If they were 

not sufficiently exposed to English language speaking activities it will be difficult 

for them to engage into such tasks. The level of English is, of course, a condition 

of successful communication because, apart from the obvious advantage of 

exposure to speaking activities, a long period of study implies more thorough 

knowledge of vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation.  

8. Students’ personality traits. An extrovert student will always be more 

willing to talk and engage into debates, while an introvert one will prefer a more 

individualistic exercise of skills. The teacher’s task is to create speaking contexts 

which should involve all types of personalities so that all students can practise 

communication skills. In some cases, the easiest answer is the resort to diverse 

interaction types – more introvert students find themselves comfortable speaking 

in small groups or in pairs, but will avoid individual performances.  

Methods and techniques are definitely among the main ingredients of a 

successful acquisition of communicative skills in an ESP class. The teacher has a 

wide range of methods and techniques at hand, all with their advantages and 

disadvantages, to implement his/her learning objectives. For the purposes of the 

present paper, I have decided to focus on the Communicative Language Teaching 

method, which, due to the role assigned to communication in the EFL class, is best 

suited to develop students’ speaking skills.  
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Finocchiaro and Brumfit [2] elaborated a list of features of the 

Communicative Language Teaching method, features which can also describe a 

communicative ESP class: 

• Meaning is paramount; 

• Dialogues, if used, center around communicative functions and are not 

normally memorized; 

• Contextualization is a basic premise; 

•  Language learning is learning to communicate; 

• Effective communication is sought; 

• Drilling might occur, but peripherally; 

• Comprehensible pronunciation is sought; 

• Any device which helps the learners is accepted; 

• Attempts to communicate may be encouraged from the very beginning; 

• Judicious use of native language is accepted where feasible; 

• Translation may be used where students need or benefit from it; 

• Reading and writing can start from the first day, if desired; 

• The target linguistic system will be learned best through the process of 

struggling to communicate; 

• Communicative competence is the desired goal; 

• Linguistic variation is a central concept in materials and methodology; 

• Teachers help learners in any way that motivates them to work with the 

language; 

• Language is created by the individual often through trial and error; 

• Fluency and acceptable language is the primary goal; 

• Students are expected to interact with other people, either in the flesh, 

through pair and group work, or in their writings; 

• The teacher cannot know exactly what language the students will use; 

• Intrinsic motivation will spring from an interest in what is being 

communicated by the language. 

Most of the above features are applied to ESP. In all of its aspects, 

including the treatment of communicative purposes, ESP is actually EFL seen 

from a special perspective.  Hutchinson and Waters [3] see ESP “as an approach 

not as a product” due to the feature of being created “based on the learner need” 

and defined as “an approach to language teaching in which all decisions as to 

contents and methods are based on the learners’ reason for learning” (ibid.). 

Similarly, Day and Krzanowski argue that “ESP involves teaching and learning 

specific skills and language needed by particular learners for a particular purpose” 

[4]. 
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Considering the above, a perfectible list of ESP principles seen from the 

perspective of its communicative purposes would include: 

1. To promote continuous learning by designing tailor-made 

communicative activities which emulate the professional / working environment 

of the students. The language instructor has complete freedom in creating such 

activities starting from authentic materials from students’ professional domain. As 

Richard and Rodgers put it, “the number [of such activities] is unlimited provided 

that such exercises enable learners to attain the communicative objectives of the 

curriculum, engage learners in communication, and require the use of such 

communicative processes as information sharing, negotiation of meaning and 

interaction [5].  

The input around which communication activities are designed is 

extremely diverse, the only obstacle being the teacher’s own limitations. 

Practically all technical material can be used as pretext for communicative 

activities in the ESP class. For example, in a technical English class, the teacher 

may use anything from instructions to technical manuals, technical reports, 

diagrams, tables, figures, scientific articles, but also realia (equipment, 

installations etc).  

2. The communicative activities are significant and motivating. These 

criteria in the design of communicative activities are indispensible given the 

ultimate communicative purposes of the students, which refer to a fluent and 

efficient communication in a working / professional environment. The 

communicative activities need to correspond to these specific needs and also to 

students’ interests.  

3. When practising communication skills, fluency is emphasized over 

accuracy. While not neglecting the role of accurate language structures, the focus 

of ESP when it comes to communication is not to repeat a certain language item 

until it is flawlessly used by students. In an ESP class focusing on communicative 

goals, students are encouraged to speak freely and fluently on a variety of 

professional topics, in a wide range of interaction types, using as much technical 

vocabulary as possible and making use of an adequately large selection of 

grammar structures. Mistakes will not be corrected, as the emphasis is on the way 

in which speakers can transmit a message which is successfully decoded by an 

interlocutor.  

4. And ESP communicative class is based on collaborative work and 

interaction. This principle is the natural consequence of the essential role of ESP, 

that of facilitating students’ integration in a specific work environment and 

equipping them with the adequate skills to make them proficient or at least 

conversant in most communicative situations which are likely to arise at the 

workplace. The nature of such professions is essentially interactive, which urges 
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the language instructor to design speaking activities which should prepare students 

for real-life situations.  

By using adequate interaction types (pair work, group work) speaking 

activities take the form of real-like professional contexts involving more skills (at 

least listening, but there may be a reading input as well) and asking students to 

perform realistically by answering, asking for clarification, negotiating, agreeing, 

expressing disapproval, explaining, describing, expressing belief, providing 

information. Harmer [6] sees the existence of the information gap as the key to 

successful communication. The reason is that by creating contexts in which each 

student holds a piece of information which they must put together in a puzzle-like 

approach to construct meaning, communication serves one of its essential 

purposes, which is information exchange. That is why successful ESP speaking 

activities should be essentially cooperative tasks, which become one of the basic 

principles of ESP teaching.  

5. The role of the language instructor is that of facilitator when 

implementing communicative activities in an ESP class. Since it has already 

explained the reason why the focus of communicative exercises is fluency, not 

accuracy, there is not point of the teacher interfering with the natural 

communication flow in order to correct mistakes. The teacher’s role is that of 

designing solid communicational contexts and ensuring that students participate 

in them. Occasionally, to boost motivation and to keep communicational levels 

high, the teacher may become a participant himself/herself.  

6. The use of technologies in the implementation of communicational 

activities is beneficial and highly recommended. ESP is about preparing students 

to be good communicators on the labor market and at their workplace. This 

involves the recreation in the ESP class of the same environment in which students 

are likely to function as professionals. Such professional environments include a 

wide range of technology which the language instructor may use as means to 

facilitate communication and practice skills. Some already classic examples of 

technology used in EFL include computers, projectors, mobile phones and a solid 

Wi-Fi connection, while the types of activities which can be implemented by using 

them is very diverse: creating videos and short films, blogging, online games, 

video conferencing, using Skype and other social media 

The advantages of using technologies in the EFL class have long been 

acknowledged by numerous specialists. Among many others, Harry Samuels 

argues that “much more recent developments in social media and information 

technology are taking foreign language education in new directions” [7]. This is 

even more valid in the case of specialized languages which, being linked to their 

corresponding professional domains, are inevitably characterized by a pervasive 

presence of technology.   
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The ennumeration of the principles stated above is an ongoing project 

which is definitely subject to improvement and completion. They are meant to 

sketch a starting point for further research in ESP methodology which is a 

continuously changing field, given the dynamics of this branch of EFL teaching. 

Its foundation on the role of communicative competence is illustrative of the major 

importance held by this language skill in the economy of course and syllabus 

design and also in terms of the general objectives of ESP.  
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