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Abstract: The key elements in teaching English for Specific Purposes are the proper selection, 

development and use of materials. Due to the specificity of the subject-matter specialisms in diverse 

courses, the available published textbooks have often proved to be insufficient. This articles 

addresses the problem of ESP materials and suggests ways in which the ESP instructor can identify, 

adapt and use ESP materials in an effective way. 
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The popularity of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is already a fact given the 

expectations of the job market which prioritize the professionals who are versatile not only 

in general language skills but also in the specific terminology of their field of business. 

Such expectations need to be met by a proper training of the ESP users and a key element 

in achieving the expected results is the identification of ESP materials that support both the 

ESP instructor and learners in this endeavor.  

The ESP literature mentions four main ways materials could be applied in ESP 

classes: published course materials (textbooks), materials writing (the so-called tailored 

made or in-house materials), authentic materials and materials adaptation (Hutchinson and 

Waters, 1987; Barnard &Zemach, 2003). Each of these comes along with both advantages 

and disadvantages. For instance, the use of textbooks is subject to the challenges of the 

specificity of the subject-content, yet it can function as a safe route map for both teachers 

and learners. Materials writing is regarded by Hutchinson and Waters as time-consuming, 

yet other scholars (Block, 1991) consider that teachers should provide their own materials 

that are updated, pertinent and stimulating for the students. Authentic materials, according 

to Wong, Kwok and Choi (1995, p.322), “can serve as a bridge between the classroom and 

the outside world.” They also maintain students’ motivation because they learn what they 

really need (Gaffield-Vile, 1996, p.108-114; Peacock, 1997, p.144-156); they present the 

register and discourse, as well as semantic, lexical and syntactic elements specific for a 

particular field of study (MacDonald et al., 2000, p. 253-267); they present specialized 

language and also knowledge about a certain professional discipline (Gaffield-Vile, 1996, 

p. 108-114). Finally, the adaptation of materials for ESP courses is a constant activity due 

to the specificity of the subject matter and the needs of the students. McDonough and Shaw 

(1993) and Cunningsworth (1995) provide a list of some useful techniques in materials 

adaptation: adding, deleting, simplifying, reordering and replacing material.  
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According to Tony Dudley-Evans and Maggie Jo St John (1998), there are four 

main reasons why materials are used in the ESP contexts, namely as a source of language, 

as a learning support, for motivation and stimulation and finally, for reference. 

As a source of language, materials play a crucial role because ESP classes are most 

of the time the only source of English as it is the case of undergraduate programs. 

Therefore, variety of the material types is required. If, for instance, the English for Legal 

Purposes (ELP) classes use only case-studies or articles from magazines, even though the 

content is real, this would narrow the language range the students need to acquire. The ESP 

instructor needs to maximize the learners’ exposure to the language and this can also be 

achieved by means of additional materials like textbooks, lectures, video or audio 

presentations, which, apart from expanding the range of language, they also help students 

become independent learners. Given the time limit of ESP courses this is crucial as the 

students constantly need to further practice the specialized terminology on their own. For 

instance, if the topic of the ELP class is the English Legal System, apart from the materials 

on Common Law and those on the differences between the Anglo-Saxon Legal System and 

the Civil Law Legal System, additional materials  (e.g. links to summaries, lectures, video 

presentations, graphs etc.) on legal systems around the world could be provided to the 

interested students who will use them for their own learning practice or they can use them 

for making a project that is to be presented in the class.  

The other characteristic of ESP materials is their use as a learning support. Thus 

ESP materials should generate learning and this can be achieved not by mechanically 

following a fixed format but by making students think about the language and use the 

language appropriately. There are textbooks that follow a certain pattern, yet one of the 

dangers of sticking to tightly to those fixed formats is a mechanical transfer of language 

which no longer stimulates creativity and leads to loss of motivation.  

This brings into discussion the next reason in using ESP materials, namely for 

stimulation and motivation. A crucial element is played here by the connection between 

the material and the learners’ reality, which does not mean routine, moving within their 

comfort zone, but introducing new and challenging information that is deeply connected to 

the learners’ experience and knowledge. For example, an ELP class whose topic is 

Criminal Law could include controversial case studies that the students need to analyze 

and explain the grounds for their outcome. The comparative perspective in law is also 

thought-provoking and its main result is a better understanding of the workings of the legal 

systems that it engages and, consequently, a more comprehensive acquisition of the 

specialized terminology. For example, the rules for company formation in Romania differ 

in several ways from those in the USA or UK, therefore a comparative approach is vital in 

order to make a correct transfer of terminology from one system into the other, hence the 

students get motivated in the learning process. 

The fourth reason to be considered in the selection of ESP materials, as identified 

by Tony Dudley-Evans and Maggie Jo St John, namely their use as reference is more like 

a goal that many ESP courses attempt to achieve and not so much a fact, due to the many 

variables that an ESP course should engage. Thus, “many ESP learners have little time for 

class contact and rely on a mix of classes, self-study and reference material. For self-study 

or reference purposes, materials need to be complete, well-laid out and self-explanatory. 

The learner will want explanations, examples and practice activities that have answer and 
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discussion keys.” (Dudley E.& St. John, p.172). Additionally, the materials need to fit the 

profile of the learners: “the explorer, who will follow through a train of thought; the 

browser, who will pick and choose at random; and the systematic, who will work through 

methodically.” (Dudley E.& St. John, p.172).  

Against this background conditions for materials to function as a source for 

reference, it would be misleading to attempt to identify a unique ESP book that covers all 

these variables. Nevertheless, these variables need to be considered in the design of an ESP 

course that should provide “a matrix of objectives, skills, language, activity and topic” 

under the form of a pattern whose role is to enable the ESP course function also for self 

study or reference purposes.  

At this point, the role of the ESP instructor in the selection of the proper ESP 

materials becomes evident and crucial. R. R. Jordan (1997, p. 262) provides a list of 

questions that the ESP instructor could consider in this process of selecting the proper 

materials: “Why are the materials needed? /Who are the students? /Who are the teachers? 

/ What materials are needed? Where will the materials be used? / When will the course be 

held? / When is the material needed? / When will it be produced? / How are the materials 

to be produced?” To this, Jordan adds a list of variables and constraints that the ESP 

instructor has to consider in the selection of materials for the ESP course: “the students’ 

needs and learning objectives; the teachers’ abilities, proficiency and self-confidence; the 

syllabus approach; the implemented methodology; the availability of resources; the time 

allocated; the amount of finance.” (Jordan, 1997, p. 264)  

Analyzing all these variables in the selection of the ESP materials, we believe that 

time is crucial in the attempt to identify the efficient materials. As it is often the case, the 

ESP course is mistakenly perceived and expected to function as a one-man job, yet, given 

the complexity and specificity of the ESP courses, which require the ESP instructor to 

continuously add materials adapted to the learners’ needs and expectations, the whole 

process involved in the selection of ESP materials proves to be a lengthy and tiring one. 

One way of overcoming this drawback, at least at the level of undergraduate studies, could 

be organizing teams in the specialist departments and these specialists could work together 

on a project for selecting and developing ESP materials that generate the expected English 

communication skills required for the respective field of study.  

Teaching ESP terminology involves contextualization and this, in turn, implies 

specialist knowledge of the subject-matter. As it is often the case, the ESP instructor does 

not hold a degree in the respective field of study, therefore the collaboration with the 

specialists is essential in order to identify the materials that provide the correct contexts for 

teaching ESP terminology. The team work for designing an ESP course should include 

specialists from different areas of the respective field of study. For instance, materials for 

a Legal English course need knowledge support from specialists in different areas of law 

such as civil law, criminal law, tort law, family law, commercial law and so on. This is the 

only way the ESP instructor can be sure that the materials are relevant and are based on the 

right contexts that validate the correct use and transfer of terminology from one language 

into another, from one legal system into the other as it is the case of Legal English. The 

idea of a one-man job departs the reality of an effective ESP course which should cover 

diverse fields of law, hence it requires the support of different law specialists who can 

provide expertise mainly for the legal field they are specialized in. The role of the ESP 
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instructor in such teams is that of a language instructor that should select, provide and use 

materials appropriately in order to produce learning experiences. The role of the specialists 

is to validate the real content of the materials, yet the whole process of organizing the 

materials is mainly the job of the ESP instructor.  

Apart from the myth of the ESP course as a one-man job, there is also a mistaken 

expectation from ESP instructor to be the writer of his/her materials. Time is the first 

counterargument. Moreover, a good teacher does not have to be also a good designer of 

course materials or vice-versa. According to Dudley E.& St. John “what all ESP 

practitioners have to be is good providers of materials” (Dudley E.& St. John, 1998, p.173), 

so the focus of the ESP instructor should be on the way he/she selects and provides the 

teaching materials. As a provider of materials, the ESP instructor needs to be able to: “1. 

Select appropriately from what is available; 2. Be creative with what is available; 3. Modify 

activities to suit learners’ needs; and 4. Supplement by providing extra activities (and extra 

input)” (Dudley E.& St. John, 1998, p.173). 

The team work with specialists is crucial in the selection of materials. The best way 

to check the efficiency of the selected materials is to improvise a class with these 

specialists. Thus the ESP instructor will be able to tick the checklist points that need to be 

considered in the selection of materials: they have to be based on real content, they need to 

be stimulating and motivating, they have to generate learning experiences, not a 

mechanical transfer of terminology, thus they can help in achieving the learning objectives 

set for the respective ESP course. 

Being creative with the materials means bringing in another perspective. This can 

be generated also by the use of the team work with the specialists who have the expertise 

to identify obsolete materials, which do not necessarily need to be excluded. On the 

contrary, in some situations they have to be mentioned, e.g. repealed laws to which the 

specialists will add the reasons why they are no longer in force and the amendments that 

have been made to them. Such clarifications (in a simplified version, as we are dealing with 

a Legal English course, not a course on an area of law) function like error correction 

exercises, which are very effective in generating learning experiences.  

Another way the ESP instructor could function as a good provider of materials is to 

modify activities or to supplement them in order to match learners’ needs. Needs’ analysis 

is a prerequisite of any language course, especially of an ESP one, therefore this adaptation 

of the materials should be envisaged before the beginning of the course, but it could also 

be done as the course progresses in order to match the learning rhythm of the ESP students. 

A balanced course does not mean that each unit should have an even number of activities 

developing the four language skills- listening, reading, writing and speaking. A balanced 

course is the one that is adapted to the language needs of the students. Thus, superficiality 

or boredom could be avoided by selecting the core activities and practicing more with the 

weaker students and, in the case of fast learners, by introducing additional objectives. This 

departs the comfort of using a pattern in the selection and use of ESP materials, but this is 

the only way we can produce learning experiences, both with the slow and with the fast 

learners.  

Conclusions 

The selection, development and use of materials for ESP courses is a time 

consuming activity that needs to consider several variables. The starting point in the 
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identification of the proper materials is represented by the reasons why these materials 

should be used, namely as a source of language, as a learning support, for motivation and 

stimulation and finally, for reference. The ESP instructor needs to know that he/she has to 

resort to the support of specialists working in the field of study of the respective ESP course 

and such a team work can bring in not only expertise for the real content of the course but 

could also validate the effectiveness of the carrier content. Furthermore, the ESP instructor 

has to be aware of the fact that he/she is not expected to be the writer of the materials, but 

a good provider. Thus he/she needs to select, modify or supplement the materials by using 

mainly his/her creativity and experience as a language instructor whose constant aim is to 

generate learning outcomes.   
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