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Abstract 

The basic concept underpinning the teaching of ESP is preparing learners to 

interact successfully in target communities after the completion of their course. 

Many ESP classrooms however still lack the ability to achieve such a mission. 

Only a few studies have attempted to examine these courses in light of the 

perceptions of both teachers and learners to understand their experiences and 

how the ESP courses can effectively serve in catering for the target needs of the 

learners. This study explores the ESP courses in one college in Kuwait from the 

perspectives of the key stakeholders, teachers and learners. The main aim of the 

present study is to probe into the teachers’ and learners’ views regarding several 

aspects of their ESP experiences in order to pinpoint the factors that impact their 

attitudes and performance in the context of ESP courses with the intention of 

informing future improvements. This study can be helpful for ESP practitioners, 

course designers, and program managers in different contexts to understand the 

nature of the realities experienced by both teachers and learners in the ESP 

courses and how they understand their impact on their teaching and learning 

experiences in the ESP courses. 

The study follows an exploratory approach within the interpretive paradigm. 

Individual interviews with seven ESP teachers and five focus groups with 32 

learners were conducted following a qualitative approach aimed at finding rich 

data to support ESP teaching and learning developments. The transcripts from 

the interviews and focus groups were analysed to identify the key themes and 

issues emerging from the data.  

The findings unveil the complex cognitive and environmental forces as factors 

which have a significant influence on the teachers’ and learners’ ESP 

experiences in the investigated context. Findings from this study suggest that 

cognitive factors such as the teachers’ and learners’ conceptualisations of the 

nature of ESP and ESP instruction, as well as their conceptualisations of 

learners’ future needs were significant factors which shaped their experiences of 

the ESP course. The study also revealed that environmental factors like 

teachers’ and learners’ perceptions of issues related to social categories as well 

as perceptions related to the planning and management of the ESP courses also 

influenced their attitudes and practices in the ESP courses. 
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The study provides a better understanding of the ESP courses in the 

investigated context and provides insights into the complex nature of the 

relationship between the teachers and learners. Based on the findings, there are 

several implications for ESP teachers, course designers and program managers 

in relation to pressing issues such as pre and in-service teacher education, ESP 

awareness, learner preparedness and empowerment. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Research impetus and problem: Why explore the ESP courses?  

The growing need for a language to serve as a universal interactional code to be 

utilised by individuals from and in numerous geographic locations has increased 

due to factors such as globalisation, social mobility, and resulting global citizens 

phenomena (Kumaravadivelu, 2012; Pennycook, 2017). Ferguson (2007) 

suggests that English language has steadily and persistently risen to dominate 

global communication in a manner that is ‘hardly disputed’. Such a language 

scene is familiar to almost the entire world, and Kuwait where the present study 

is situated is no exception. Implicated from such transformations in the aims and 

purposes of learning English, constant developments, innovations and 

problematisations of the quality of English language instruction are essential. 

This resulted in developments in discipline-specific instructional approaches 

such as ESP/EAP, CLIL and EMI, in an attempt to better address emerging 

phenomena.   

As part of this evolution, the status of English as the lingua franca in a myriad of 

disciplines and domains of knowledge has become highly recognisable. The 

present study takes into consideration the role and development of English within 

a tertiary context in Kuwait. The focus of the present study is to better 

understand the nature of English language teaching and learning and to take into 

consideration the role and choice of language ‘use’ for the ‘user’ within the ESP 

course (Ferguson, 2007). ESP fundamentally adopts a pragmatic perspective in 

serving the needs of learners engaged in specific disciplines who are potentially 

expected to join their future professional communities. Following this line, the 

rules of the game, i.e. instructional agendas and policies, through which 

language teaching and learning experiences are realised should be planned to 

reflect the demands of the target communities which they are serving. Once the 

needs of the learners are understood, changes and innovation of the 

instructional agenda become feasible (Hyland and Wong, 2013). However, within 

the context of Kuwait, the ESP teaching and learning scenario and the needs 

which should be reflected in such scenario have yet to be examined in depth.  

The general language planning policies in Kuwait demonstrate recognition of the 

changing language landscape through the introduction of General English (GE) 

and English for specific Purposes (ESP) programs for tertiary learners. The 

present study examines the experienced realities perceived by the main 
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stakeholders involved in the ESP teaching and learning context, and, it appears 

that behind the scenes of these programs there may be limited changes that tell 

a different story. 

My professional experience in the ESP context where the study takes place 

provided the impetus for this research. After attaining a Master’s degree in 2010, 

and upon beginning my journey as a tertiary-level language teacher, I was 

genuinely enthusiastic to put my learned knowledge into practice in my new 

context. ESP was intriguing for me for many reasons, amongst of which are its 

purpose-related, need-oriented and authentic fundamental principles. I was 

personally interested in language, and the idea of preparing learners for their 

future professional communities.  

However, during my five years of service in the English Department at the 

investigated college (hereafter IAB), students have frequently complained about 

how hard and useless ESP courses were for them, and how demotivated they 

were to invest in learning during these courses. This was mirrored in learners’ 

unsatisfactory outcomes, whether from summative test results, or formative 

assessment tasks; issues which were exhaustively and regularly discussed in 

staff meetings. Why didn’t these ESP courses meet the learners’ needs? 

The general impression of the academic language proficiency level of a 

considerable number of Kuwaiti language learners is being substandard 

(Abedeen, 2015; Al-Bustan and Al-Bustan, 2009; Alazemi, 2017; Malallah, 

2000). Syed (2003) claims that factors such as exclusive reliance on 

conventional instructional methodologies, dated resources and facilities, as well 

as lacking institutional support for teachers, and inadequate quality of teachers’ 

preparation are significant contributors to this unsatisfactory situation. This 

makes it a significant reason for many learners to abandon their professional 

aspirations for other specialisations in which the linguistic demands are more 

tolerable for them.  

Consequently, ESP teachers at IAB, including me, have complained about 

exerting effort in the classroom without witnessing any noticeable improvement 

in the learners’ outcomes and proficiency level. Teachers perceived that their 

learners were to be blamed for the lack of improvement, as learners were often 

seen as being indifferent and unwilling to exert effort in their learning. In addition, 
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teachers believed that often the learners came from unsupportive backgrounds 

which were detrimental to the teaching and learning experiences. 

Learners in turn were disappointed with their teachers’ overt focus on grammar 

and basic English language. Learners criticised some of their teachers’ practices 

as they believed that teachers failed to treat them as tertiary learners. At AIB, 

ESP committees discussed the need to improve the current situation and to 

change textbooks and curriculum. To date, the current situation remains 

unsatisfactorily static, which raises serious questions about the feasibility of 

these initiated steps towards reform.  

Based on such premises, and the dearth of research in the context of the study, I 

feel that the good intentions behind steps for reform are concealed behind a lack 

of deep knowledge of the context in which the ESP courses occur. The 

inadequacies in addressing the abovementioned situation mark the need for a 

different point of departure from which to explore the phenomenon at hand. 

Being granted a scholarship to pursue my doctorate, I wanted to investigate and 

take action that would reveal the sources of the inadequacies and help inform 

innovative change. 

1.2 Rationale and significance of the study 

The purpose of this qualitative exploratory study is to systematically probe into 

the teachers’ and learners’ views of their ESP experiences to gain an 

understanding of the factors contributing to the current unsatisfactory scenario.  

The view that ‘English seems to be rushing forward, always one step ahead of 

the practitioners responsible for teaching the language’ (Modiano, 1999, p. 22), 

highlights the complexity of the language teaching and learning scene and 

indicates the need for constant research to cater for such complexity. A review of 

the ESP literature demonstrates the scarcity of studies dedicated for holistic 

explorations of ESP courses and general experiences that examine the factors 

governing and contributing to their success or failure. To my knowledge, there 

are only a few exceptions in this realm such as Basturkmen and Bocanegra-

Valle (2018) who discussed teachers’ experiences during their preparation of 

ESP course materials. The perceptions of teachers and learners related to their 

discipline-specific teaching and learning contexts were also examined by 

Alexander (2012); and Trinder (2013). Celani (2008); and Labassi (2010) reflect 

on the factors contributing to the success or failure of the ESP teaching and 
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learning experiences in different geographical contexts. However, researchers 

such as  and Basturkmen and Bocanegra-Valle (2018); Trinder (2013) state that 

holistic research in ESP is geared towards gauging perceptions of changes or 

innovations in teaching methods or learning environments, rather than seeking to 

explore how relevant stakeholders conceptualise their current teaching and 

learning contexts. Belcher (2013, p. 742) reiterates this by commenting that ‘It is 

indeed arguably the case that text, whether written, spoken, or digital, has 

received much more attention than context in ESP’. Therefore, research which 

reveals the conditions of the current context and the constraints which deter the 

success of the ESP experience is needed in order to demystify and enable the 

relevant stakeholders to better understand their contexts and to seek ways in 

which these conditions can be remedied. By delving into the context of IAB’s 

ESP courses, this study hopes to contribute towards improving the potential of 

teaching and learning within an ESP context. 

Furthermore, a less-structured inductive exploration has the potential to explore 

the social complexities that are rarely underpinned by a single, or sometimes 

even a combination of theoretical frameworks. More open ended studies are 

seen effective as they ‘examine the encounter in detail’ (Clarke et al., 2011; 

Roberts and Sarangi, 2005; Thomassen and Sarangi, 2012).  and Bocanegra-

Valle (2016); Brown (2016) add that inductive studies that gain knowledge about 

the users and interactors within the target context can reveal crucial factors that 

lead to establishing a successful needs analysis (NA) and improved curriculum. 

Knowledge required to support positive change should not be confined to the 

boundaries of the institution (Kubota and Chiang, 2013). Teachers and learners 

constitute the nucleus of any educational context and thus, understanding the 

social background from which these stakeholders descend and their daily 

experiences and perceptions is crucially valuable. As pointed out by Crabbe 

(2003, p. 10): 

the curriculum is brought to life by the main actors (the learners 

and the teachers) and is governed therefore by their own beliefs 

and values, which themselves are subject to influences from the 

broader social context—from parents, sponsors, institutional 

management, and professional communities. Talking about 

quality of outcomes and processes, therefore, means talking 
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more about people and context and less about universal 

principles of learning.  

(Crabbe, 2003, p. 10) 

Based on the demonstrated value of inductive research, the assigned 

significance of gaining knowledge about teachers’ and learners’ views of their 

contextual surroundings, and how their contextual surroundings shape their 

teaching and learning experiences, this study seeks to contribute to the ESP 

literature through an open research approach in order to gain a sense of the 

views and depictions of the relative stakeholders, teachers and learners, who 

constitute the immediate actors in the context of ESP courses. 

An additional unique contribution of the present study is related to the 

geographical context in which this study takes place. There is a general 

impression in the Kuwaiti context that English is in high demand and that 

learning it is a proxy for better professional opportunities (Abedeen, 2015; Al-

Bustan and Al-Bustan, 2009; Alazemi, 2017). The field of ESP, which deals with 

the learning of English for these professional aspects, is however an under-

researched area in Kuwait. Few studies have attempted to explore aspects of 

ESP approaches such as Alazemi (2017) who delved into learners’ views of the 

feasibility of EMI policies in two tertiary-level institutions in Kuwait. Abedeen 

(2015) also studied ESP teachers’ beliefs and knowledge in a tertiary-level 

institution in Kuwait. These previous studies have focused on researching ESP 

from a single perspective. Thus, the present study provides a multi-perspective 

exploration through delving into the teachers’ and learners' views of their ESP 

context in an attempt to address this contextually-oriented gap. 

1.3 Research aims and questions  

This study seeks to:  

1. Shed light on the ESP courses and investigate the context and what factors 

determine their success.  

2. Explore the views of the teachers and learners related to their teaching and 

learning experiences in the target context.  

3. Gain a sense of how the views of the teachers and learners influence their 

actions and attitudes in the ESP courses.  

 



 19 

Based on these aims, this study is concerned with answering the following 

research questions:  

1. What are the views of the teachers and learners regarding their ESP 

experiences at IAB? 

2. What are the perceived factors that shape the ESP teaching and learning 

experiences at IAB? 

2.1 How do these factors shape the teaching and learning experiences at 

IAB?  

The research aims and questions will be addressed through a methodologically 

liberal approach to examine the dynamic interactions and interrelations within the 

context of the ESP courses which shape their quality and inform the 

consequential actions and reactions in this context. In this study, the teachers’ 

and learners’ perceptions of their educational experiences and their 

conceptualisations of the factors informing their quality will be emphasised as a 

proxy to understanding the nature of their beliefs and practices and how they 

influence the ESP teaching and learning experiences. Additionally, contextual 

and ecological elements will be highlighted as important shapers of the teachers’ 

and learners’ perceptions of their educational experiences. 

1.4 Thesis structure 

In this Chapter, I tried to establish the research niche by demonstrating the key 

problematic aspects, motivation, rationale and significance of conducting a study 

of such nature. 

Chapter Two is concerned with providing an overview of the Kuwaiti context, with 

specific attention to matters relevant to the present study such as the nature of 

the social categorisations, history, and current status of the general education 

and English language education in Kuwait.   

Chapter Three offers a review of the literature relevant to the current research. In 

this chapter, I begin by reviewing the definitions and fundaments of ESP, I then 

discuss some key concepts that are pertinent to ESP such as needs analysis 

and specificity. The literature tackling the influence of social categorisations on 

the ESP courses is also discussed in this chapter, followed by a discussion of 

some issues relevant to the ESP courses such as management, design, and 

teacher education. I also discuss the nature of teachers and learners’ cognitions, 



 20 

and how their conceptualisations of their teaching and learning experiences 

inform their actions and reactions in the course.  

Chapter Four scrutinises the methodology of this research, including discussing 

the philosophical issues underpinning this research, justifications for the 

decisions regarding the research design, employed instruments and sampling. 

The immediate context in which this study takes place is also provided in this 

chapter. It illustrates the means of data collection and analysis, and the relevant 

issues pertinent to these stages. Ethical considerations are also discussed in this 

chapter.    

Chapter Five and Six present a thematic presentation of the findings of this study 

from the teachers and learners’ data. 

Chapter Seven scrutinises the major findings of this study through discussing 

them in relevance to the literature reviewed in Chapter Three and the contextual 

conditions illustrated in Chapter two. 

Chapter Eight provides a summary of the study by presenting some personal 

reflective thoughts, the study’s limitations, contributions, implications and 

recommendations for future research. 
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2 The context 

The educational enterprise in general and the ESP enterprise in particular are 

sensitive to their contextual conditions (Cheng, 2011; Crabbe, 2003; Syed, 

2003). This implies the significance of obtaining a contextualised picture of the 

scene in which the teaching and learning experiences occur. On such premise, 

the study of the relevant components surrounding the context of the current 

research becomes mandatory in order to gain insights into the backgrounds from 

which, and in which, the concerned stakeholders come and interact.  

This chapter begins by briefly discussing the history of Kuwait, its establishment 

and current status in the world. This involves a discussion of some prominent 

social categories among its citizens that provides a better understanding of some 

of their beliefs and practices which are relevant to the current research. 

Following this, a review of the educational system in Kuwait is offered, including 

explanations of its philosophy, structure and language teaching and learning 

environment. Finally, an overview of the tertiary-level education in Kuwait is 

offered in order to provide a better understanding of the nature of the teaching 

and learning experiences in the different institutions; academic, vocational, 

public, and private. 

2.1 A historical review  

Providing this brief review of the history of Kuwait is important to understand the 

historical and current state of affairs which can be contributing factors to the 

nature of the findings generated in this study. Examples of such factors are the 

development of the linguistic needs of the Kuwaiti citizens and the past and 

present conditions which paved the way for the English language to become a 

significant tool of communication in the Kuwaiti context. The foundation of the 

relatively small State of Kuwait dates back to the 1700s and is traced to the 

migration of nomadic tribes from central Arabia to the top of the Arabian Gulf to 

escape harsh living conditions (Casey, 2007). The story of Kuwait then began 

with the settlement of these tribes and their exploitation of both available land 

and sea resources to make their living through which they established contact 

with other cultures. To expand their sources of income, early Kuwaitis worked as 

fishermen and pearl divers and sold their produce both locally and to other 

countries around them. This led to attaining craftsmanship in their shipbuilding, 

blacksmithing, and maritime transportation skills, which eventually expanded 
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their trade routes not only towards closer countries such as Yemen, Iraq, and 

Iran, but also towards the Levant, Constantinople, India, and Africa (Al-Gunaim, 

2004; Al-Rubaie, 2010).   

With the thriving trades and successful accomplishment of their negotiations 

when dealing with merchants from other countries, Kuwaitis learned other 

languages besides Arabic such as Urdu and Swahili (Al-Rubaie, 2010). With the 

change in the Kuwaiti political scene represented in the signing of an Anglo-

Kuwaiti protection agreement in 1899, English was added to the further 

diversified language scenario for Kuwaitis and used to acquire and facilitate their 

accommodation and adjustment in their changing conditions. This was ensued 

by the discovery of the black gold in 1938, and the turning of the ‘silver wheel’ to 

authorise the first crude oil shipment in 1946 (KPC, n.d.). A booming ‘oil-fuelled 

modernization’ then began and impacted economic, educational, medical, social, 

and architectural refinements of the living conditions of Kuwaiti citizens (Al-

Nakib, 2016). Case (1952) described Kuwait then as ‘the former sleepy village, 

[which] has awakened with the coming of oil and is stretching its strong new 

limbs’ (Cited in Al-Nakib, 2016, p. 1), changing the lifestyles of Kuwaitis, and with 

it, changing their social realities and their needs.  

In the 1940s, among the facets of change in the societal fabric was the 

increasing number of expatriates from different parts of the world. During the oil 

discovery era, the growing numbers of expatriates recruited in Kuwait was 

‘difficult to exaggerate’ (Crystal, 1994). The reasons behind such increase in 

these developmental stages was threefold; the relatively unskilled and small 

number of Kuwaiti population at that time which was not adequate to achieve the 

government’s developmental plans in its onset; the minimal contribution of the 

Kuwaiti women in the labour market due to cultural constraints; and the high 

family income which reduced the number of employed family members (Crystal, 

1994). The Kuwaiti scene then witnessed governmental attempts to address 

citizen-expatriate imbalances through early establishments of local vocational 

and academic institutions to enrich the Kuwaiti job market through a national 

workforce that could build the country’s new modern façade (Abedeen, 2015; Al-

Nakib, 2016). However, and to the present day, Kuwaitis remain outnumbered by 

expatriates. From the 1980s and to the present date for example, Kuwaitis 

remain to be less than half of the land’s inhabitants (Crystal, 2016). Lots of these 
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expatriates came from countries whose L1 was not Arabic and who fell under the 

outer and expanding circles of Kachru’s (1992) model of language use such as 

India, Bangladesh, Philippines, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nepal (The Public 

Authority for Civil Information, n.d.).  

The situation experienced additional changes after the 2004 collapse in oil price 

and the increase in the unemployment rates among Kuwaitis. The government 

announced the need for implementing a Kuwatization policy, with a target of 

100% Kuwaitization of jobs by 2022 (Al Qabas Newspaper, 2019; Kuwait Times, 

2018; Thomson Reuters Zawya, 2017). This adds to the necessity of 

emphasising the preparation of the new generations to meet the requirements of 

such policy. 

Today, and as part of its 2035 vision (Government of Kuwait, n.d.), the Kuwaiti 

government continues its developmental ideology through directing all efforts 

towards ‘transforming of Kuwait into a leading regional financial, commercial and 

cultural hub’ (Government of Kuwait, n.d.). With its highly stable economy, 

Kuwait attracts numerous commercial and economic agreements such as the 

Kuwait-China new Silk Road  (Martin et al., 2019), Kuwait-USA TIFA agreement 

(Trade and Investment Framework Agreement), as well as other agreements 

with the Lebanese, Indian, Turkish, and Polish Governments (Public Authority for 

Industry, n.d.). Also, Kuwait has witnessed a massive expansion in global 

humanistic and charity work which earned it the recognition of several countries 

and organisations like the United Nations, Iran, and OXFAM as of ‘exemplary 

humanitarian leadership’ (Permenant Mission of the State of Kuwait to the United 

Nations, n.d.; United Nations, 2014). Therefore, and as implicated by its past and 

present, a continuous necessity emphasising the preparation of the new Kuwaiti 

generations to meet the requirements of the Kuwaiti internal and external state of 

affairs is, and should be, constantly highlighted (Al Qabas Newspaper, 2019; 

Kuwait Times, 2018; Thomson Reuters Zawya, 2017). 

In sum, Kuwait has established a substantial status in world affairs. In the light of 

its historical background, the current internal and external affairs, and its 

relationships with its counterparts in different parts of the world, the need for a 

medium of communication to facilitate the lingua franca dealings of 

contemporary Kuwait can be noted (Nickerson, 2013). This in turn generates 

further necessity regarding the role of the government, generally in the field of 
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education and specifically in ESP education, in order for its citizens to be 

prepared to meet the requirements of such a scenario.  

2.2 Some prominent social categorisations in Kuwait 

Based on the theory of the direct relationship between the strength of the 

country’s economy and social change, Nyrop (2008; Cited in Mohammed and 

Queen, 2011) considered Kuwait as the highest country to demonstrate signs of 

social change among the Gulf countries.  

The Kuwaiti social fabric is quite heterogeneous, involving multiple-levelled 

divisions. One of the dividing layers is the citizen-expatriate level previously 

demonstrated in Section 2.1. Other divisions demonstrate among Kuwaiti 

citizens themselves. Kuwaitis are involved in multilayered divisions on the civil 

(classes in citizenship), sectarian (Sunni and Shia Muslims), and ethnic levels 

(Badu of nomadic decent and Hadar of urban decent). Implicated from the nature 

of the findings generated from the current study which emphasise the 

Badu/Hadar categorisations as an influencing factor on the teaching and learning 

experiences in the ESP courses at IAB, only the latter ethnic division will be 

scrutinised in this section.  

Paradoxically, the indigenous Hadar themselves are descendants from tribal 

origins who adopted an urbanised identity upon their settlement by the sea shore 

and involvement in dealings with other cultures in their maritime professions 

(Torstrick and Faier, 2009). This adopted urban identity differs from that of the 

Badu who held on to their tribal beliefs and practices. Fletcher (2015, p. 51) 

illustrates the cultural situation in Kuwait: 

Here, the sea predominates. Its images are everywhere: in the 

dhows depicted on coins and bank notes and on the emblem of 

the state; in popular memoirs of shipping and pearling; in the 

replica ships stationed outside the country’s museums. 

(Fletcher, 2015, p. 51) 

Moreover, Alnakib (2016) refers to the historical accounts after the discovery of 

the oil in which it was argued that Badu citizens were unfairly treated in major 

issues such as experiencing a lower quality of facilities, including education in 

their areas and a lower economical status. This lower economic status was 

reflected in a lower valuation of their lands by the government. Fletcher’s (2015) 
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quote and Alnakib’s (2016) demonstration indicate some historical social 

injustices which seem to shed their light on the current situation in the State of 

Kuwait. However, such variation in social economic status and access to 

education needs further investigation in the current climate. 

Badu are often highly collectivist cultures (Torstrick and Faier, 2009). Their 

collectivism can be shown in their preference to keep marriages strictly among 

tribe members or for extended families to live together in large houses (Al-Nakib, 

2014). Badu keep strong relations with their tribal heritage and emphasise values 

such as joint brotherhood and solidarity among tribe members. According to 

Badu, ‘tribalism remains a potent social force, and a source of honor’ (Al Subhi 

and Smith, 2019, p. 4). This in turn entails ultimate obedience to ethnically-

oriented values.  

With respect to gender-related issues, values such as patriarchy, hegemony and 

a natural tendency for segregation can be clearly, although not exclusively, noted 

in Bedouin cultures (Al Subhi and Smith, 2019; Longva, 2006; Tétreault et al., 

2009). Gender-based relationships among Badu are often highly restricted to 

beliefs related to the necessity of segregation to maintain moral preservation 

among cultures (Katulis, 2005). Gender-mixed workplace settings are perceived 

by some as a form of ‘social corruption’ (Katulis, 2005). Such beliefs are paired 

with the dominance of male family members over the females in such cultures. 

Consequently, patriarchal hegemony is significantly practiced in such cultures 

over the females’ academic and professional decisions. As indicated by Al 

Yahyaiya (2017), females from such cultures are segregated in specific 

professions such as teaching and social services, with the males mostly serving 

as the main instigators of such decisions.  

Conversely, individuals from the Hadar culture show more tolerance (again not 

exclusively) towards the values discussed above. Although some members of 

the Hadar small cultures demonstrate signs of cultural strictness (Katulis, 2005), 

it can be noted that most historical milestones in the history of Kuwait with 

respect to women’s emancipation were led by Hadar. More explicitly, historical 

incidents such as the burning of Abbaya (a culturally-driven female attire, usually 

black) in 1954, going to work without Abbaya in 1961, the inauguration of the 

Women’s cultural and Social Society in 1963, and the election of the first female 

parliament members in 2009 were all Hadar-led and supported movements 
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towards female emancipation (Tétreault et al., 2009; Tran, 2009). A major reason 

that contributed to such difference was the Hadar openness to other cultures and 

the education of females both in Kuwait and abroad. 

It is crucial to mention here that the aforementioned characterisation of Badu and 

Hadar should not be exclusively assumed. For instance, many Badu who are 

proud of their cultural heritage demonstrate a democratic understanding towards 

issues related to gender and freedom of thought. Conversely, many Hadar place 

numerous restrictions on females in their environments.  

Additionally, and through this section, I do not intend to convey a pessimistic 

picture of the Kuwaiti current social scene. Despite their multiple differences, 

Kuwaitis are glued together by many means of residency, marriage and business 

dealings (Crystal, 2016; Torstrick and Faier, 2009) and show signs of national 

solidarity in numerous calamities such as the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 

(Crystal, 1994). The aforementioned depiction only showcases a broad 

conceptualisation of each social category due to the nature of the generated 

findings in which the learners’ social categories were perceived as an influencing 

factor on the ESP teaching and learning experiences. As such, no intention of 

generalising these characteristics is intended in this research. 

2.3 The Kuwaiti educational system 

This section discusses the educational scene in Kuwait, starting from an 

overview of its historical milestones, and moving on to clarifications of its general 

philosophies, structures, and language education.   

2.3.1 A historical background  

The educational enterprise in Kuwait is among the earliest in the Gulf region (Al-

Sahel, 2005). According to the Ministry of Education’s (MoE, n.d.-a) review, the 

Kuwaiti educational system witnessed two main phases; informal and formal.  

In the 1700s, Kuwait’s early educational scene started in the Masjid (mosque), 

and stemmed chiefly from the citizens’ need for Quranic and Prophetic 

knowledge which guided their daily life events such as marriage, divorce, and 

inheritance among many others (Al-Hajri, 2007). 

The growing population and increasing interest in education at the beginning of 

the nineteenth century led to minor changes. These changes targeted venues, 

facilities and the nature of taught knowledge. A new Al-Katatib system was 
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introduced, in which a teacher called Al-Mutawa or Al-Mutawa’a (according to 

gender) taught young children Islamic and Arabic knowledge. Basic arithmetic 

skills were added only for boys based on their future workplace-related needs 

such as calculating divers’ wages or ghee proportions, a basic commodity at that 

time (Al-Mukhaizeem, 2016; MoE, n.d.-a).  

In 1911, Kuwait began a new era of formalised education through the 

establishment of the first formal boys’ school; Al-Mubarakya. The school was 

funded entirely and warmheartedly by Kuwaiti families (Al-Hajri, 2007; MoE, n.d.-

a). More than 200 boys registered in Al-Mubarakya upon its opening (Al-Hajri, 

2007; Al-Othman, 2008). Soon after, other boys’ schools were opened such as 

Al-Ahmadya in 1921 (Al-Hajri, 2007) and the American Mission school in 1917 

which showed early signs of English language instruction (MoE, n.d.-a). The first 

Girls school, Al-Wosta, opened later in 1936 and involved teaching girls home 

economic sciences, embroidery, Islamic knowledge, basic Arabic and 

Mathematics (Al-Hajri, 2007; Al-Kuwaytiya, 2016; MoE, n.d.-a).  

In the 1930s, this basic system lacked efficiency to meet the needs of the era. 

Kuwaitis witnessed and anticipated some changes in their situation such as the 

end of the pearling profession due to massive marketing of Japanese cultured 

pearls followed by news of the discovery of oil of neighbouring countries like 

Bahrain (Casey, 2007; MoE, n.d.-a). Such changes required modifications in the 

educational system in the country. Consequently, Majlis Al-Ma’aref or the 

Council of Education was founded with the goal of reshaping the educational 

system to meet the evolving needs of the citizens. With the help of teachers from 

Palestine, Egypt, and Syria, a more structured approach to education was 

adopted in the 1940s and 1950s, and subjects such as English and Business 

and accounting studies were taught through more developed approaches and 

methodologies (Al-Adeeb, 2008; MoE, n.d.-a). Among the council’s strategic 

changes at the time was the introduction of high schools, a technical college, and 

the increase in overseas scholarships (Al-Qabas Newspaper, 2006). A more 

advanced tertiary education began in Kuwait through the establishment of 

vocational and academic institutions such as Kuwait University in the 1960s, and 

the Public Authority of Applied Education and Training in the 1980s to meet the 

demands of the Kuwaiti labour market at all levels.   
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Today, the Ministry of Education (hereafter MoE) provides services at all 

academic levels; from early years education to tertiary and higher education 

levels, with the help of more than 58,000 teachers to educate more than 720,000 

Kuwaiti students (Al-Rai, 2014). The illiteracy rates among Kuwaitis decreased to 

1.80% (Academia, 2018) due to the constitutional right for every Kuwaiti citizen 

to access education. 

2.3.2 General educational philosophy and goals  

MoE stems its approach and philosophy from a value system which emphasises 

cultural, social, and constitutional dimensions (MoE, n.d.-b). MoE’s goals are 

informed by many Articles in the Kuwaiti constitution (1962). For example, Article 

40 pledges a free and compulsory education for all Kuwaiti citizens and Article 

13-14 encourages education and research for the State’s progress. MoE’s 

educational philosophy can be summarised in Figure 2.1: 

 

Figure 2.1 MoE's educational philosophy (Adapted from UNESCO, 2011) 

As illustrated in Figure 2.1, the MoE are ‘preparing individuals to become active, 

thoughtful members of society’ (UNESCO, 2011). MoE has a vision of 

establishing a balance between the national identity and other identities; Arab, 

Islamic, and global. On such basis, educational strategies and curricula are 

geared towards arming citizens with skills and resources that enable them to: 

strike a balance; contribute successfully in the new globalised world and 

preserve their national and religious identities. Such philosophy entails the 
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Ministry to encourage and promote values such as freedom of thought, tolerance 

towards change, encouraging dialogue and constructive criticism, democracy 

and respecting human rights (UNESCO, 2011). The Ministry tries hard to 

interpret its educational philosophy into successful actions as part of its 2005-

2025 vision. 

2.3.3 Structure and management of education in Kuwait 

Education is mandatory for all Kuwaiti citizens between the ages of 6 and 14 

according to the governmental Compulsory Act issued in 1965 (Al-Rubaie, 

2010). As shown in Figure 2.2, the Kuwaiti educational ladder adopts an 

elementary, intermediate, high school 5-4-3 stage-system which was 

implemented in 2004 (salama and Al-Ramzi, 2009). A two-year kindergarten 

stage is freely and optionally offered by the government as well as free and 

optional tertiary-level education in public academic institutions.   

 

Figure 2.2 Structure of the Educational ladder in Kuwait  

MoE oversees the supervision of public schools’ performance as well as 

determining the syllabuses— hence a centralised approach to education is 

followed. The schools’ performance is managed through six administrative 

‘zones’ which are determined according to geographical considerations. These 

zones mostly implement decisions from MoE’s Department of Planning and 

Improvement (DPI). MoE depends in their policy-making process on 

governmental vision and principles provided by the Kuwaiti Supreme Council of 

Planning (SCP) (Alkandari, 2013). More specifically, decisions occur in a rather 

bureaucratic top-down manner.  

2.3.4 English language education in Kuwait: expectations and reality 

This section demonstrates the past and present scenarios relevant to the English 

language education in Kuwait. This discussion is relevant to the present study 

due to the nature of the generated findings in which the previous English 
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language teaching and learning experiences were seen by the ESP teachers and 

learners as a contributing factor to the current conditions of the ESP course. 

At the beginning of the educational rise in Kuwait through the establishment of 

the first formal school in 1911 (Al-Mubarakya, see Section 2.3.1 for more 

details), there was some hesitance from its founding council members over 

introducing English among its taught subjects due to fears of national and 

religious identity loss among learners (Abbas, 2017). English was then 

introduced in other schools such as the American Mission school, which received 

limited popularity for similar reasons (Al-Hajri, 2007).  

Although English has been taught in some formal schools since the early 1920s, 

the first ELT milestone in Kuwait came in the form of the Ministerial Decree in 

1966/1967 in which English was mandated as a school subject starting from the 

intermediate stage (Al-Nwaiem, 2012). This situation was later changed in a 

following Decree in 1993 in which the number of ELT years was raised from 

eight to twelve (Al-Rubaie, 2010).  

ELT instruction in Kuwait has similarly undergone other changes in its adopted 

approaches and materials, all in hope for better outcomes. For example, 

changes in approaches ranged from Grammar-translation which emphasises 

memorisation with little attention to speaking and writing, to Audiolingual which 

values ‘pattern drills through mechanical repetition of discrete linguistic 

elements’, and the currently adopted Communicative approach which highlights 

the interactive component of language learning (Abedeen, 2015; Alazemi, 2017). 

Such changes were complemented by curricular and textbook changes; from 

adopting Palestinian, British and Emirati curriculums and textbooks, to adopting 

ones which are specifically tailored for the Kuwaiti context (Abedeen, 2015). 

However, ‘low student motivation, literacy, underachievement, reliance on rote 

learning and memorization, and dependence on high-stakes testing’ (Syed, 

2003) are among many other challenges faced in the language scene in the 

current context. The deeper issue that seems to be missing in these 

developmental ventures is a mind-set that looked beyond the consideration of 

such approaches and materials as the key to improve the educational scene. In 

other words, the management approaches to implementing educational reforms 

seems to be more directed towards the approaches, resources, and facilities, 

and less directed towards nurturing the human competencies and capabilities. 
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One way to achieve such mission for example can be to adopt a ‘postmethod 

pedagogy’ of equipping teachers with a set of epistemological, cultural, and 

contextual toolkits to navigate through their daily workplace-related conditions 

and overcome institutional pressures in order to operate successfully in their 

classrooms (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). Currently, hopes are raised in addressing 

such issues through governmental plans to launch a local ‘teachers’ license’ 

(subject to renewal) through which teachers can enhance and rejuvenate their 

teaching knowledge and experiences through ongoing career-development 

(Government of Kuwait, n.d.). 

As a result of the unsatisfactory ELT quality in public schools, a distinctive 

phenomenon started to prevail in the Kuwaiti context, i.e. growing interest in the 

relatively expensive bilingual and international schools over the free public 

schools. While private schools were almost exclusively accessed by upper class 

families in the past, they are now favoured by both upper and middle class 

families who work hard to afford a better education for their children (Al-Arab 

newspaper, 2017). According to the 2018 statistical report presented by The 

Central Statistical Bureau, the number of private schools in Kuwait has reached 

551 schools (a huge number compared to the relatively small population). Of the 

551 schools, 68% are bilingual and international schools, which are attracting 

large numbers of Kuwaiti and foreign investors due to their appealing revenues 

(Thomson Reuters Zawya, 2019). This interest in bilingual and international 

schools can be largely ascribed to the better quality of English language teaching 

(Watfa and Al-Mutawa, 2008). The growth of private education is a reaction to 

the poor and often criticised quality of English language education offered in 

public schools. Local schools are seen to fail their alumni by not providing 

English that is effective for tertiary learning experiences (Abedeen, 2015; 

Alazemi, 2017; Watfa and Al-Mutawa, 2008). Parents consider the English 

language services offered in private schools as a gateway to better ensuring 

academic experiences and consequently better career-related opportunities 

(salama and Al-Ramzi, 2009). 

2.4 Tertiary education in Kuwait  

The establishment of public academic and vocational tertiary-level institutions 

came as part of a governmental vision to supplement the Kuwaiti labour market 

with the human capital needed to build a new chapter in the country’s future. 
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Respectively, the predominance of the globalisation phenomenon on the world’s 

countries with all its facilitating agents such as media, commerce and public 

relations across the globe led the Kuwaiti government to introduce General 

English (GE) and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) in its educational systems 

as part of their learners’ preparation (Hasanen et al., 2014). Although GE and 

ESP courses are based on assumptions of the adequate levels of language 

proficiency which enables learners to cope with their disciplinary, tertiary level 

genres, the current state of affairs is however different. Generally, academic 

institutions are faced with false English beginner level learners, who are unable 

to tackle a proper ESP learning experience (Abedeen, 2015).  

Students usually graduate from high school at the age of 17 to pursue their 

optional education in academic or vocational fields. Tertiary-level education is 

divided into public and private sectors. Public tertiary-level education is offered 

through few institutions such as Kuwait University (KU), the Public Authority for 

Applied Education and Training (PAAET), as well as other academies offering 

specialised education such as the Police or the Army.  

2.4.1 Kuwait University (KU) 

KU was established in 1966 and offers undergraduate and graduate degrees in 

various specialisations in natural and social sciences and liberal arts. KU’s 

admission policies involve applicants’ acquisition of a high school grade that is 

between 70-90% GPA (Grade Point Average), as well as passing English, 

Arabic, Math, Chemistry, and French placement tests (varies according to 

college) (Kuwait University, 2017). Although KU gives entry priority to Kuwaiti 

students due to the growing numbers of high school graduates, the university 

also accepts some expatriate students whose parents serve the country in 

certain professions, as well as expatriate and stateless (Bidoon) students with 

academic grants for their high GPA. Most social science colleges in KU offer 

Arabic medium instruction while most natural science colleges follow EMI (Al-

Rubaie, 2010). KU offers a selection of GE and ESP courses among its 

undergraduate studies. The general impression of KU students is that they 

usually have good to excellent English language proficiency. However, many 

studies identified KU students’ low proficiency level as a key concern in their 

learning experiences (Al-Bustan and Al-Bustan, 2009; Alazemi, 2017; Malallah, 

2000). Low English proficiency is an issue which has affected other aspects of 
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their tertiary learning journeys such as E-learning (Al-Fadhli, 2008; Alkharang 

and Ghinea, 2013) and information seeking skills (Al-Muomen et al., 2012).  

2.4.2 The Public Authority for Applied Education and Training (PAAET) 

PAAET, another public educational institution, was founded in 1982 to serve the 

growing needs of the Kuwaiti labour market for national workforce of a more 

technical nature (UNESCO, 2011). PAAET subsidises many colleges such as 

Basic Education, Business Studies, Technological Studies, Health Sciences and 

Nursing, Telecommunication, Energy, Industrial and Constructional training. New 

entrants are categorised in three groups; fresh high school graduates; students 

dropping out of other Bachelor awarding institutions; and a 10% quota of the 

entrants comprising of expatriate students with granted scholarships from 

several countries (Abedeen, 2015). The admission GPA to access PAAET is 

usually 60-70%, varying according to the admitting college. The medium of 

instruction is predominantly Arabic, with a number of compulsory and optional 

GE and ESP courses serving different areas of knowledge. Students accepted in 

PAAET’s colleges usually take an English placement test to identify their 

language level. Those who score below 55% are compelled to take remedial 

courses before proceeding to ESP courses. PAAET’s students are generally 

perceived as having very modest English language proficiency, a perception 

which has been indicated in many studies conducted in the different colleges of 

PAAET (Abedeen, 2015; Al-Nwaiem, 2012; Alazemi, 2017; El‐Dib, 2004; Osman, 

1996). This lack of proficiency in the global lingua franca led to less readiness to 

embark on a tertiary level educational experience with all its required skills such 

as engagement, critical thinking, and skill-based learning, alongside the 

language-based aspects (Abedeen, 2015; Al-Rubaie, 2010; Alazemi, 2017; 

Dinkha, 2018; Ross, 2018). Due to the insufficiency of PAAET’s language 

learning programs to address such issues, eyes turned to other private 

vocational institutions in Kuwait which centralise English in their curriculums as 

part of their attempts to promote the global citizen’s perspective (Ross, 2018). 

2.4.3 Other academic institutions 

Other high-school graduates choose to pursue their tertiary-level education in 

specialised academies such the Police or the Army. Additionally, several 

students choose to pursue their education through governmentally paid 

scholarships which the government grants to compensate for the lack of facilities 
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to accommodate for the increasing numbers of new students interested in its few 

public tertiary-level institutions (Academia, 2017). These scholarships are either 

external (overseas) scholarships, or internal, where learners can study in a 

private academic institution in the country. Internal academic institutions offer 

Diploma and Bachelor degrees in a wide range of specialisations, and are mostly 

affiliated with international academic institutions in countries such as the USA, 

UK and Canada (Ross, 2018).  

Public tertiary-level institutions offer segregated educational services. Gender 

segregation was implemented in 2000 due to parliamentary pressures. Private 

institutions are more flexible in this respect since their policies are determined 

internally by the relevant decision-makers in each institution. This issue still 

provokes controversy in the Kuwaiti media due to the lack of authenticity in the 

experiences offered for public institutions’ learners (Dinkha, 2018), which 

subsequently impacts their readiness to successfully join the workforce.  

The goal of the present chapter is to demonstrate the conditions in which the 

State of Kuwait was founded in its inceptions as well as the conditions through 

which the educational systems with all its levels operate. Generally, the 

educational scene in terms of its general quality and with respect to the language 

teaching and learning aspect is unflattering. Several research-based calls have 

been made to implement reform steps to the educational systems and yet a clear 

understanding of the hurdles that continue to limit the value and impact of ESP 

still remain under-explored. 
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3 Literature review 

Section One: Central concepts in ESP 

With the rapid change in the circumstances and ways of life around the world, 

the aim behind learning a new language is similarly experiencing change. To 

accommodate for the world advancement, approaches to language teaching are 

shifting from teaching  ‘language for no purpose’ to teaching focused content 

linked to certain groups of learners who may potentially use English for, among 

others, sociocultural, socio-political, career-related or academic reasons (Long, 

2005, p . 19). In order to effectively cater for the range of specific goals, an ESP 

course needs to be designed to primarily target the aims of learning the 

language, enabling learners to communicate effectively in targeted fields. 

This section discusses ESP conceptualisations through illustrating its 

fundaments and central underpinnings alongside pertinent concepts like needs, 

specificity, knowledge and course design.  

3.1 Conceptualising ESP 

What gave rise to ESP as an acclaimed language enterprise since the 1960s 

was the growing need for English as a communicational tool to be used among 

interlocutors of different linguistic backgrounds (Johns, 2013). Mutant social, 

economic, and academic global scenes were important instigators in the 

emergence and growth of ESP, and the need for a universal linguistic code 

which serves to facilitate dealings between citizens of the world has become 

paramount. For example, Hyland and Hamp-Lyons (2002) claim that one of the 

contributing factors to the popularity of EAP was the changing global social fabric 

for reasons such as self-selected migration and refugee migration, engendering 

a heightened need for academic skills for successful integration in academic 

settings. Such diverse scenarios not only strengthened the need for ESP for 

future professional attributes, but also transformed how language is regarded 

and used as a linguistic code among users, i.e. whether L1 or L2 language users 

(Galloway and Rose, 2013). These global changes have lent their hand to ESP 

flourishing as a language paradigm which serves practical, time-efficient, and 

purpose-led approaches to language learning. ESP courses thus became an 

indispensable component of educational programs in academic institutions and 

corporations worldwide. 
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Confirmed by Paltridge and Starfield (2013) regarding the ‘particular domain’ 

ESP serves, Hyland (2018a, p. 379)  defines ESP as ‘language research and 

instruction that focuses on the specific communicative needs and practices of 

particular social groups’. According to Hyland (2009, p. 203), ‘[ESP] learning is 

an induction into a new culture’. Therefore, and as opposed to GE, it is a domain 

which acknowledges disciplinary variations and linguistic and contextual norms, 

conventions, and meaning-making processes of the targeted disciplines. In ESP, 

issues of accuracy in the use of textual and structural elements are considered 

secondary compared to knowledge of the genres and communicative 

competence in the target situations. Thus, ESP can be at best seen as a needs-

oriented, targeted, and applied domain where the potentially aspired end point 

revolves around the learners’ success in attaining a specific genre of language 

needed for specified reasons.  

The beginnings of ESP originally situated language instruction around textually-

based modes of understanding and teaching disciplinary language. In her review 

of the history of ESP, Johns (2013) illustrates that in early approaches of ESP 

the focus was on form, use, and functions of linguistic items such as grammar 

and lexicon. The scope of ESP in its inception was similarly limited to English for 

science and technology (EST), causing feelings of exclusion among teachers of 

other disciplines (Johns, 2013). The absolute and variable characteristics 

introduced by Strevens (1988, Cited in Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998) and 

revised by Dudley-Evans and St John (1998) portrayed ESP as a field which is 

heavily text-based, needs-oriented, purpose-led, and disciplinary bound in both 

content and methodology. Johns (2013) claims that consecutive expansion in the 

scope of ESP to encompass other disciplines and the focus on skills and 

competencies in instruction paved the way for crucial concepts such as learners’ 

needs and disciplinary genres to be central in ESP. Additionally, ESP is 

perceived as a ‘practitioners’ movement’ and ‘research-led’ (Hyland, 2018a; 

Johns, 2013), suggesting the interaction between the two as integral in ESP, in 

which researching language and genres is both driven by and targeting 

advancement in pedagogy.  

Contemporary ESP witnessed a shift from textual approaches to placing 

emphasis on contextual elements in language instruction. Contexts are crucial in 

understanding the nature of language use in professional communities. Bhatia et 
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al. (2011, p. 147) assert that ‘ESP has always been grounded in the environment 

in which it is used’. For example, Forey and Lockwood (2007) infer that 

considerable communicational breakdown in call centres occurs due to deficient 

contextual rather than textual knowledge.  

Additionally, a number of advancements in genre studies have contributed to 

shifting ESP instructional emphasis to raising learners’ awareness of the 

contexts which shape texts and communicative events (Bhatia and Bremner, 

2014; Flowerdew, 2011). These advances include: increasing utilization of 

corpus in ESP teaching and course design (Charles, 2012; Staples, 2015), 

growing interest in contrastive and intercultural studies (Connor et al., 2016; 

Handford et al., 2019) and multimodal instructional approaches (Kress and Van 

Leeuwen, 2001; Prior, 2013). Raising learners’ contextual awareness helps to 

highlight issues such as cultural sensitivities, and understanding linguistic, social 

and cultural norms and conventions among disciplinary cultures. Such approach 

comes with the aim of facilitating successful learners’ integration in their new 

professional communities after graduation. This makes the study of 

communicative events central to ESP. Thus, and through exploring disciplinary 

communicative discourses, language becomes an empowering toolkit which 

learners can employ autonomously after graduation to support their success in 

professional experiences.  

Long (2005) maintains that it is no longer viable for ESP to exclusively consider 

textual and structural elements such as grammar and lexicon to guide their 

needs analysis (hereafter NA) and course design processes. Instead, ESP is 

also characterised by its ‘multidimensional knowledge’ in which texts, 

communities of practice, involved stakeholders, and the potential demands of the 

wider social communities are all pertinent concepts to the field (Belcher, 2004; 

Hafner and Miller, 2018; Kubota and Chiang, 2013). ESP is also considered a 

‘portal of systematic literacy’ (Bhatia et al., 2011), which aims to equip learners 

with ‘lifelong learning’ tools (Hyland, 2018a). This is essential for a successful 

‘transfer of learning’ from the academy to the workplace (Artemeva and Fox, 

2014; James, 2010). ESP in this sense targets the preparation of learners to 

become competent language users and to qualify them to meet the various 

demands of their potentially heterogenous professional communities. Teachers’ 

and learners’ views with respect to the orientation of ESP courses and 
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consequently the nature of knowledge and approaches expected in these 

courses will be considered in the current study.  

In order to achieve such preparatory aims, the need for authenticity of texts and 

tasks (Chan, 2017; Lockwood, 2012) and learner engagement (Cheng, 2011; 

Lee and Swales, 2006) becomes apparent as central concepts in ESP 

instruction. This is because ESP ‘sets a research agenda focused on revealing 

the genres and communicative conventions that display membership of 

academic and professional communities, and a pedagogic agenda focused on 

employing this awareness to best help learners critique and participate in such 

communities’ (Hyland, 2018a, p. 384). Thus, the achievement of such agenda 

naturally entails the employment of participatory practices through which learners 

can form expectations of their future professional communities. ESP in this 

sense becomes an interactive approach that is based on the concept of ‘social 

constructionism’ (Hyland, 2018a); that language and language-related 

experiences are built and negotiated through social interactions among members 

of a given community.  

For a successful employment of such agenda, Belcher et al. (2011, p. 1) claim 

that ‘Studying language, discourses, and contexts of use — as well as student 

needs, in the broadest sense — and then applying these findings to the 

pedagogical practices, is what distinguishes ESP from other branches of applied 

linguistics and language teaching’. This argument can be exemplified in the 

study of Groves and Mundt (2015) which involved the exploitation of technology 

in EAP. To be precise, the aims stated by these researchers — empowering less 

fluent learners to overcome issues of accuracy and highlighting for their learners 

features of discourse rather than sentence — were the targets on which these 

researchers based their decision of incorporating technology such as Google 

Translate in their EAP classrooms. As such, decisions in terms of the 

approaches and means of instruction in a specific course should be a step that 

comes after the scrutiny of the target discipline and the nature of its norms and 

conventions. Exploring the nature of teachers’ instructional decisions and their 

ramifications is an issue that will be discussed later in this study. 

Lee and Swales (2006) provide another example in which they demonstrated the 

pedagogical issues encompassing their EAP courses. Specifically, Lee and 

Swales (2006) state their goals of raising their learners’ ‘rhetorical conscience’ of 
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expert academic writing through an interactive approach which promotes 

learners’ involvement in their learning. Such conceptualisations of the course 

aims led the researchers to decisions of reinforcing the concept of learner 

autonomy in their corpus-based instruction and to involve a guided-then-

independent exploration and elicitation of the generic features of expert writing. 

Through providing learners with an induction into the authentic world of expert 

writing, Lee and Swales (2006) encourage their learners’ analytic senses through 

enabling them to compare their writing against samples from experts in their 

fields. The detailed account of the journey these researchers underwent in 

planning and problematising their decisions provides a rich praxis-based 

experience for other teachers to be familiarised with how the course aims and 

pedagogical choices are based on the study of the linguistic, disciplinary, and 

contextual elements pertinent to the ESP course. 

The above ESP interpretations raise another important issue; the underlying 

philosophical underpinnings of ESP. In this respect, Harwood and Hadley (2004) 

state that some researchers and practitioners depict ESP as pragmatically 

targeting the fulfilment of specific linguistic demands that optimally satisfy 

previously delineated future professional needs. Despite an advantageous 

lucidity of such goals, ESP in this sense serves an ‘instrumental’ or functional 

instructional vision in which learners are exposed to specific disciplinary norms 

and conventions and are expected to abide by these to satisfy tutors or fulfil 

recruitment requisites (Harwood and Hadley, 2004). ESP learners as such 

become knowledge receivers and appliers and the cultural and contextual 

aspects in ESP instruction face the risk of universal conformity. The other side of 

the continuum presents researchers and practitioners who view ESP from a 

critical lens; that literacy norms and conventions should not be adopted 

unquestionably, that ESP should adopt a transformative agenda, and that 

learners’ stylistic individuality and voice in meaning-making should be taken into 

account (Benesch, 2001; Helmer, 2013).  

Although such lens acknowledges issues of dominance and power balance, I 

concede to the sometimes ‘restive’ and ‘fashionably radical’ aspects in this view 

of ESP as demonstrated by Harwood and Hadley (2004). A third, neutral, 

position of ESP is discussed by Harwood and Hadley (2004) in which the 

pragmatic and critical are fused to attain the advantages of both continuum ends. 



 40 

In this stance, ESP acknowledges the need for learners to attain knowledge of 

their disciplinary conventions while granting them the space and power to make 

choices and contribute to their learning. In this sense, ESP becomes contextually 

attentive to the outer social world and its occurring changes to empower learners 

to become future agentive members, while at the same time realistically 

considering learners’ future pragmatic needs to facilitate their integration in their 

future professional communities.  

Although ESP courses have been explored in some institutions in the context of 

Kuwait (e.g. Abedeen, 2015), exploring these courses holistically from the 

teachers’ perspectives and examining how their viewpoints of the various 

aspects of ESP impact their instructional practices is an issue that has not been 

thoroughly examined. This study therefore will tackle the original exploration of 

how teachers perceive ESP as a field of specific language teaching. 

3.2 Specificity  

A key factor in shaping learning experiences in ESP classrooms is the widely 

debated issue of specificity, whether researchers supporting specificity (Cheng, 

2011; Dudley-Evans, 1993; Hyland, 2002; 2011), opposing it (Hutchinson and 

Waters, 1987; Spack, 1988), or staying neutral (Basturkmen, 2003; Belcher, 

2006).   

One view supporting less specificity examines instructional contexts from the 

language teacher’s vantage point. This view states that discipline-specific 

elements should be taught by discipline teachers due to language teachers’ lack 

of disciplinary knowledge, and that the language teacher’s disciplinary 

knowledge may in many cases be less than their learners (Spack, 1988). 

Hutchinson and Waters (1987) support a common core approach to ESP which 

adheres to non-specific disciplinary content, maintaining that interdisciplinary 

linguistic variations do not constitute a significant need for courses with highly 

specific nature. By highlighting commonalities between disciplinary genres, 

Hutchinson and Waters (1987, p. 18) maintain that ‘differences should not be 

allowed to obscure the far larger area of common ground that underlies all 

English use’. By proposing the common core ‘learning-centred approach’, 

minimal emphasis is placed on disciplinary specificity, emphasizing the 

processes learners undergo and encouraging their capacities to learn the 

language. Although this is a step forward from the heavily language-based 
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stance of the previous ESP approaches, I think that specificity remains a crucial 

element which characterises ESP and should be considered as a component in 

any course. Departing from such premise, exploring how teachers and learners 

view specificity in their ESP courses and its influence on their teaching and 

learning experiences becomes significant.  

Bhatia (1996; 2008) states that the complexity of modern worlds of work cannot 

be captured through teaching learners in homogenous classrooms. As stated by 

Bhatia (2008, p. 161):  

One of the major criticisms of teaching English for Specific 

(Professional) Purposes has been that although students, when 

placed in professional settings, can handle textual features of 

some of the professional genres, they are still unaware of the 

discursive realities of the professional world.  

(Bhatia, 2008, p. 161) 

Interdisciplinarity thus is an essential element of these discursive realities which 

embed in them generic intersections and conflicts and which produce tensions, 

interdiscursivities, and hybridity. On such basis, specific genres hold an 

everchanging nature implicated by the everchanging and interrelated nature of 

workplaces.  

One example Bhatia (2008) introduced involved an unusual identification of dual 

discourses, accounting and public relations, in corporate annual reports. 

Additionally, Handford and Matous (2015); and Spence and Liu (2013) found 

communicational resemblances between engineering and business meetings 

genres. They recommended that educational materials introduced to novice 

engineers should be varied enough to prepare them both to comprehend the 

technical disciplinary needs and to include ‘‘mainstream’ business education’ to 

cater for the revolutionization of the field of construction. Such examples 

generate interesting implications with respect to intersects between the different 

fields of knowledge; i.e., the pedagogical need to acquaint learners with the 

potentially encountered professional realities which can involve interdisciplinarity.   

Hyland (2018a, p. 387), an ardent proponent for specificity, states that:  

It is a central tenet of ESP that professional communities 

possess their own distinguishing discoursal practices, genres, 
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and communicative conventions, which arise from different ways 

of carrying out their work and of seeing the world. 

(Hyland, 2018a, p. 387) 

Hyland (2002; 2011; 2018b) criticizes courses which depart from a less specific 

premise, considering them as more relevant to GE than ESP. In essence, Hyland 

(2016; 2017) contends that although resemblances in generic features do exist, 

they react and are represented differently in different professional discourses 

and genres. For Hyland, language is shaped by members of a given community 

through social interactions whether in or across professional communities. 

Community members as such contribute to reshaping and maintaining different 

aspects that are pertinent to their genres. Hyland therefore questions the 

transferability of skills and discoursal features across disciplines. Respectively, 

highly-specific ESP courses expose learners to their disciplinary genres in a 

more contextualized fashion, i.e. acknowledging the ‘value’ factor of presenting 

discourses in the way they can be used in future professional communities.  

In highly specific courses, ‘teachers are less likely to focus on decontextualized 

forms, less likely to see genres as concrete artefacts rather than interactive 

processes and less likely to emphasize a one-best-way approach to instruction’ 

(Hyland, 2006, p. 15). This implicates a ‘community-oriented view’ of disciplinary 

genres in which the social constructionist nature of meaning-making in ESP is 

identified and addressed. One advantage of such lens can be a clearer 

recognition of outstanding or featuring elements in disciplinary communication, 

their strategies and common linguistic or rhetorical norms, allowing researchers, 

practitioners and course designers to consider them as core elements in their 

instruction. Addressing such level of specificity can also be empowering for 

learners, i.e. enhancing their sense of self-efficacy in future workplaces 

(Bandura, 1997) and acquainting them with how language is constructed and co-

constructed in their disciplinary communities. 

Cheng (2011, p. 47), another proponent for specificity, similarly refers in his 

criticism of the learning-centred approach to the marriage between ‘language 

and context specificity in ESP pedagogy’. He further elaborates on the inevitable 

consequential outcomes of this marriage: ‘specificity in language is often 

interdependent from specificity in context’. In this sense, specificity becomes the 

raison d'etre of ESP in which the specificity of content stems from the specificity 
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of its contexts of use. Supported by Hyland (2017), Cheng (2011) argues that 

maintaining a specific ‘social milieu’ represented by disciplinary homogeneity can 

enhance the quality of course decisions concerning goals and objectives, 

teaching materials, instructional strategies, and appropriate assessment means. 

This is because context is never neutral, and the contextual particularities entail 

specific implications that should be accounted for in the ESP course. Such 

assumption is based on arguments that specificity would naturally entail 

narrowing the focus of these elements to the target discipline. Put differently, 

each ESP situation should be scrutinized according to its own context-specific 

parameters. Similarly,  Dudley-Evans (1993); Lee and Swales (2006), Kember et 

al. (2008); and Malcolm (2013) encapsulate their support for specificity in their 

inference that learners’ engagement, motivation and level of investment can be 

positively conditioned with higher specificity.  

I agree with some of the above depictions presented by each side; however, I 

anticipate some praxis-related challenges in this respect. On the one hand, I 

concede that today’s worlds of work can be characterised as highly collaborative, 

disciplinary interlocked, and complex. Interdisciplinarity is highly anticipated 

which implicates the need for a learning experience in the ESP courses which 

can cater for such complexity. In this sense, a disciplinary-homogenous 

approach to instruction may not be effective in catering for such professional 

intricacy. 

As emphasised by researchers such as Handford and Matous (2015), several 

workplace settings can be alternatively dynamic; i.e. of a ‘one-off nature’. This 

makes locating points of convergences and intersects among genres sometimes 

a difficult job. Additionally, the versatility of learners, with their versatile future 

aspirations, and the limited time they have to complete their educational journeys 

may not suffice to master core alongside alternative genres. I also do see some 

truth behind critiquing highly specific courses as ‘straitjacket[ing] creativity’ and 

promoting for conformity of practices (Benesch, 2001; Harwood and Hadley, 

2004; Hyland, 2018b). 

Bearing in mind that ESP acknowledges the individuality of its learners, I agree 

with Belcher’s (2006, p. 139) stance towards specificity in that ‘the wide versus 

narrow approach debate is a nonissue because instructional decisions should 

have more to do with the learners themselves than with instructor preference or 
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beliefs’. Belcher (2006, p. 134) assumes that ESP ‘like the constantly changing 

learning targets it addresses, is itself becoming harder and harder to capture in 

anything like a single stop-action frame’. This dynamic scenario renders 

conceptualisations of specific genres and learners’ professional needs that can 

be hardly seen as statically permanent or change-resistant. With this diversity of 

needs and contexts comes the supposition that ESP transcends the mission of 

enabling learners to survive to a more instructional orientation towards enabling 

learners to succeed in their future professional communities. The element and 

the level of specificity should therefore be appraised with respect to such aim. 

Based on the review of specificity literature, all of the above lenses will be 

considered in the exploration of the teachers’ views in this study. In other words, 

these lenses will enable me to delve into the teachers’ conceptualisations of 

specificity and how these conceptualisations can contribute to guiding their 

decisions and attitudes in the ESP courses in the context of IAB.   

3.3 Needs analysis 

A central fundament that is closely pertinent to ESP is needs analysis (NA). 

Belcher (2006, p. 135) indicates that:  

ESP assumes there are problems, or lacks, that education can 

ameliorate, but unlike many other educational practices, ESP 

assumes that the problems are unique to specific learners in 

specific contexts and thus must be carefully delineated and 

addressed with tailored to fit instruction. 

(Belcher, 2006, p. 135) 

Thus, ESP principally stems from the practical demand of a unique type of 

language courses that caters for specific needs, aims, and objectives in a shorter 

amount of time. 

Globalisation has posed growing demands for a workforce that is 

communicatively competent. This is because global conditions are becoming 

competitive and demographically, financially and socially transformed. Resulting 

from an array of evolutionary triggers such as ‘tightening of the job market, 

internationalization of education, immigration, multiculturalism, technology’ 

(Grosse and Voght, 2012), monolingual citizens no longer satisfy the complex 

needs of the globalized world. Lung (2014, p. 257) illustrates that: 
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the rapidly changing world of work has caused profound and 

fundamental changes to work practices, employment and 

recruitment patterns, and the need to develop new vocational 

skills, such as language, literacy, communication and learning to 

learn. 

(Lung, 2014, p. 257) 

High levels of linguistic competency are required from graduates of business, 

science, law, and refugees seeking asylum in other countries, among several 

other disciplines and social phenomena, in order to successfully integrate in their 

new professional and social worlds (Belcher, 2006). Such scenarios propelled 

the need for a linguistic tool that would serve as means of communication within 

such complex multicultural blends and fusions across world continents. 

This in turn poses increasing requirements for learners to meet in order to be 

qualified for their desired careers. This also poses the need for ESP practitioners 

to be aware of the changing needs and to address these needs in their 

instruction. For instance, Forey (2004; 2014, p. 384); and Forey and Lockwood 

(2007) attract attention to the ‘gaps’ ‘mismatches’ and ‘disjunct’ between what 

learners deal with in their ESP courses and what they eventually encounter in 

their professional communities; in other words between ‘education concerns and 

industry needs’.  

According to Bocanegra-Valle (2016, p. 560), NA is defined as ‘the systematic 

investigation of needs for the design of a language course and the optimisation 

of language teaching and learning’. An initial glance at Bocanegra-Valle’s 

definition might lead to a superficial depiction of NA as a one-off process that is 

conducted at the beginning of the course. However, as indicated by many 

researchers (Bocanegra-Valle, 2016; Flowerdew, 2013; Lung, 2014; Serafini et al., 

2015), NA is an exploratory and ongoing quest into needs that are ‘neither 

universal nor everlasting’ (Bocanegra-Valle, 2016, p. 416), and that should 

continue with the continuation of the different phases of the ESP course 

development. NA helps to satisfy the element of efficiency and specificity 

discussed in Section 3.2 through targeting specific disciplinary needs of ESP 

courses. It is concerned with yielding inferences of the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of ESP 

teaching and learning (Flowerdew, 2013; Hyland, 2006), which can be beneficial 

for teachers and course designers to deliver a more situated course. Continuity 
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of needs’ quest is therefore valuable to revise teachers’ beliefs and practices 

based on their experience and interaction with their learners and contexts.   

Lung (2014) refers to the ‘elusive’ nature of needs. Generally, NA concerns the 

study of what learners know, what they want to know, the knowledge they lack, 

and what they should know. However, and as explained by Bocanegra-Valle 

(2016, p. 560), a myriad representations of the concept of needs is available in 

the literature:  

demands, motivations, deficiencies, goals, gains, wishes, 

concerns, necessities, lacks, wants, requirements, desires, 

expectations, constraints, difficulties, preferences, 

communicative reasons, or communicative situations.  

(Bocanegra-Valle, 2016, p. 560) 

These different conceptions of needs can implicate differing consequential 

orientations to approach needs, which can be both confusing and overwhelming 

to teachers involved in NA praxis. 

With advancements in ESP, NA shifted in focus and approach to be more 

contextually-based, critical and varied. Modern NAs consult different sources and 

implement various methods through which needs can be representative of the 

complex, multi-faceted, and multi-dimensional human phenomena (Long, 2005). 

A growing attention has been drawn to the contexts in which communicative 

events occur, where communicative needs are highlighted and elicited creatively 

and realistically. Interaction modes, recipients, environments, and reasons 

therefore inform the plans, tasks, activities and materials implemented in the 

ESP course. This can be evident in the development of varied NA approaches 

from target-situation, present-situation, and learning-situation analyses, to 

negotiated syllabus, task-based NAs, rights analysis, as well as ethnographic 

approaches to needs elicitation (Bocanegra-Valle, 2016; Flowerdew, 2013; Long, 

2005). For example, ethnographic and critical approaches in the studies of 

Jasso-Aguilar (2005); and Lung (2014) uncovered workplace practices and 

norms, the former through on-site immersion and triangulation of sources and 

methods in Waikiki, and the latter through a critical analysis of the Chinese 

hospitality field.   
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Needs-related literature also discusses concepts such as Rights analysis and 

Critical NA, in which conventional institutional and professional needs are 

questioned, appraised and challenged, carrying transformatory aims to guide 

NA. In this realm, Benesch (2001) locates three problematic aspects of 

descriptive NA; a) potential overlaps between needs and wants, b) simplification 

of the academic scene by targeting the final product of NA, and c) the lack of 

learner empowerment in conventional NAs. With respect to the latter aspect, 

Benesch claims that NA should consider any cultural deprivations learners might 

be experiencing in order to address the target of empowering them to overcome 

these deprivations. Benesch posits that in traditional NAs, learners have to 

accept the taught content without question, since the upper stakeholders in the 

hierarchy are allegedly more knowledgeable of their needs. Benesch (2001) 

maintains that paying attention to such critical factors through a framework which 

highlights learners’ ‘rights’ would result into practical recommendations that 

create change in their situations.  

The above discussion poses a serious question to be considered; who should be 

considered in the depiction of needs in the ESP course? Put simply, NA is 

understood to ‘construct a picture goals which bring to bear the teacher’s values, 

beliefs, and philosophies and learning, often together with the input of learners, 

subject tutors, and other stakeholders’ (Hyland, 2009, p. 204). As pointed out by 

Flowerdew (2013), early versions of NA relied on language teachers’ intuitive 

perceptions of learners’ needs. Such approach to needs elicitation has been 

critiqued on the basis that language teachers cannot serve as exclusive sources 

of needs’ exploration and might lack sufficient knowledge of the disciplinary 

norms and variations that qualify them for such exclusivity (Long, 2005). This 

scenario has changed to accommodate for the multiple sources which constitute 

beneficiaries from the ESP course, as well as other textual and contextual 

sources that can enhance the rigor of NA (Jasso-Aguilar, 2005; Long, 2005; 

Serafini et al., 2015).  

According to Long (2005), learners might lack sufficient knowledge of what goes 

on in their disciplines with respect to the language use to be able to realize their 

needs. However, Hyland (2006, p. 73) states that NA caters for knowledge 

attainment of ‘what learners know, don’t know or want to know’. Richards (1997, 

p. 119) attracts attention to the ‘human dimension’ which should be in the crux of 
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any NA. As such, learners become another prime source for needs elicitation. 

Evans and Morrison (2011) underscore the significance of delving into the 

learners’ experiences and their perceptions of their needs, limitations, and 

expectations from the course in order to gain a better understanding of how 

teachers can best navigate through their ESP courses. Williams (2014) states 

that modern learners’ facilitated access to technology and information databases 

significantly narrows the gap between teachers and learners as sources for 

needs elicitation. Therefore, the argument of learners’ lacking disciplinary 

knowledge cannot be considered as a rule of thumb and the academic power 

hierarchy where teachers surpass their learners with knowledge becomes 

irrelevant in many contexts. This is especially applicable to ESP, where language 

teachers do not necessarily hold sufficient knowledge of their learners’ 

disciplines, and where learners in some contexts are more disciplinary 

knowledgeable than their teachers (Wu and Badger, 2009). Therefore, a learner-

inclusive approach to NA in which learners are seen as interactive actors in their 

learning contexts yields them a right to contribute to the determination of ESP 

needs, not only to gain awareness of their perceptions of needs and wants, but 

also to offer them a voice in the decisions regarding aspects of their courses, 

thereby optimizing their motivational and engagement levels. This study involved 

the exploration of how learners view their needs in light of their perceptions of 

the surrounding contextual contingencies and the value assigned for their views 

in the development of the ESP courses. 

Therefore, and as previously asserted, it is the diversity of sources that 

enhances the richness of NAs. The consideration of the views and conceptions 

of different course beneficiaries accentuates the quality of NA through adding 

rigor in the triangulation of these views in order to build a more complex multi-

perspective picture. For example, Bhatia et al. (2011) argue that their exploration 

of needs and wants from the perceptions of both teachers and learners through 

multiple means like surveys and debates led to a better triangulated 

understanding of how both groups conceptualise academic experiences. This, as 

Bhatia et al. (2011) argue, consequently resulted in a curriculum that 

acknowledges and relates to both groups.  

This, however, does not deny the possibility of conflicts and discrepancies 

among these views. Liu et al. (2011) depict NA as ‘a multiple and sometimes 
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conflicting construct’ in which challenges, incongruences, and ambivalences 

occur. In this respect, Chambers’ (1980: 27) statement ‘Whoever determines 

needs largely determines which needs are determined’ (Cited in Lung, 2014, p. 

259) gives strong indications of the impact of power distribution on the 

determination of needs in an ESP course. Considering Chambers’ statement, 

needs analysts themselves do hold a position in this sense, as it is their job to 

prioritise these conceptions to build larger multi-perspective depictions of needed 

language elements.  

In this sense, NAs are subjective activities which involve the portrayal of needs in 

specific contexts according to the involved stakeholders. For example, Holliday’s 

(1995) reflexive account of his NA in an Arab country highlights his position as 

an outsider to the context and its impact on his interpretations of target needs. 

Jasso-Aguilar (2005) encountered a conflict between her Hawaiian hotel maid 

participants’ perceptions of their daily-routine work needs versus those perceived 

by their superiors, a conflict which she demystified through her participant 

observation. Bacha and Bahous (2008)’s findings revealed divergences between 

learners’ and teachers’ perceptions regarding the needs and current situation, as 

students perceived their writing to be better than the level perceived by teachers, 

although both favoured collaborations between the language and discipline 

teachers to create reform. Another example supporting this argument is 

demonstrated in the study by Lee and Swales (2006), who address needs from a 

novel, student-empowering, and awareness-raising approach through a guided 

corpus analysis approach which encouraged learners to self-define their needs 

by compiling a corpus of their own writing. By considering learners as active 

agents in the continuous course design and development, Lee and Swales 

(2006) infer that a course which provides learners with opportunities to reflexively 

appraise their writing through actively interacting with their disciplinary genres 

can effectively enhance their motivation and generate positive attitudes towards 

the course.  

The review of NA literature demonstrates its significance in guiding the decisions 

of different aspects in the ESP course such as instructional approaches, syllabus 

design, and implemented materials. As such, this study attempts to explore the 

teachers’ and learners’ views regarding the learners’ target needs and the role 
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NA plays in addressing these needs to gain insights into the implications of such 

views on the ESP teaching and learning experiences.    

3.4 ESP and social categories 

The relationship between language and social categories has been gaining 

considerable attention in the field of language teaching and learning (Block, 

2012; Norton and Gao, 2008; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pace et al., 2017; Worrell, 

2015). This is because educational experiences such as the one investigated in 

the current study do not occur in isolation of the wider social community and 

because the individuals involved in these experiences hold multiple identities 

which interact, within and across individual and group levels, to result into 

dynamically changing educational scenarios. 

Thus, social categories such as SES (Socioeconomic Status), ethnicity, and 

gender play an essential role in shaping the behavior, attitudes, and preferences 

of individuals towards the educational experiences. In a statement that highlights 

the human influence on academic experiences, Crabbe (2003, p. 10) posits that 

‘‘The curriculum is brought to life by its main actors’. Block (2012) depicts social 

categories as ‘identity inscriptions’ which greatly shape individuals’ and groups’ 

environmental conditions.  However, as confirmed by Handford et al. (2019), 

these categories should not be treated by educators in a ‘culture-as-given’ 

sense; i.e. in the sense that the interpretations of actions, behaviour, 

conceptions, and attitudes of individuals are presumed as rooted in the norms 

and conventions of the groups to which they belong. Handford et al. (2019, p. 

171) caution that:  

a greater understanding of the dynamism, complexity, granularity 

and downright slipperiness of culture, both our own and others', 

is prerequisite.  

(Handford et al., 2019, p. 171) 

As such, the exploration of social categories in this study is concerned with the 

identification of the consequences of adopting this ‘culture-as-given’ 

interpretation of the learners’ social backgrounds and the contextual 

circumstances contributing to such interpretations.  

Although social categories and their complexities in shaping human lives are 

indeed an interesting area of research, the scope of the current research does 
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not allow for lengthy discussions of these categories. Therefore, the categories 

that are relevant to the current research, i.e. SES, gender, and ethnicity, will be 

defined and discussed briefly, before moving on to examine their impact on the 

ESP teaching and learning experiences and their relevance to the current study.  

3.4.1 SES 

Socioeconomic status (SES) can be defined as ‘one’s access to financial, 

educational, and social resources, and the social positioning, privileges, and 

prestige that are derived from these resources’ (Pace et al., 2017, p. 287). As 

such, SES is generally considered to be a form of social stratification of 

individuals or groups according to their level of education, regular income, 

affluence, and professional status.   

From the above definition, it can be noted that SES entails more than a simplistic 

connection between one’s financial status and life conditions. Investigations of 

SES among groups can uncover inequalities in the access to the 

abovementioned resources. This implicates inequalities in the opportunities to 

gain access to better education for those from socioeconomically disadvantaged 

groups. Such access (or lack of access) to resources can extend for generations 

of historically disadvantaged financial and cultural capital (Shin and So, 2018). 

For example, decisions and attitudes regarding educational aspirations can be 

very likely contingent to the resources available for individuals to pursue and 

excel in a particular educational trajectory. Thus, inequalities in educational 

choices arise from the resources (financial, historical, access to knowledge, 

parental encouragement) that some individuals possess and others lack. This 

impact comes as a result of both the quality of life experienced by members of a 

particular group and their membership and integration in these groups which can 

influence their performance and attitudes towards education. 

Caro (2009) claims that SES exerts a considerable impact on the learners’ 

attitudes towards learning. Researchers such as Caro (2009); Pace et al. (2017);  

and Shin and So (2018) indicate that factors, such as unequal access to better 

educational opportunities, learners’ personal convictions of their available 

resources, and their convictions of how their SES is perceived by members of 

their society, significantly impact their academic achievement. Similarly, such 

factors as those stated by Caro (2009); and Diemer and Blustein (2007) result in 

inequalities in attaining desired careers due to lack of social and cultural capital. 
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This consequently influences learners’ depictions and aspirations when they set 

their future professional goals. 

The discussion of SES in the above defined sense is helpful for the current 

study. To be specific, the context of Kuwait cannot be considered economically 

disadvantaged. The socioeconomic aspect however is demonstrated in the 

historical residue in which the Badu community did not have equal proper 

educational and housing opportunities (Al-Nakib, 2016, see Section 2.2 for more 

details). Not only was the access to education limited for this group, but also the 

quality of educational experiences in the areas that are highly populated by Badu 

is still perceived as substandard (Abedeen, 2015). This is an observation that is 

also confirmed by some teacher participants in the current study (See Section 

6.1.1). Therefore, the above clarified resources like access to knowledge, 

surrounding community members’ value of education, and parental 

encouragement are perceived as limited for learners from such category. 

3.4.2 Gender  

Contrary to ‘sex’ which carries connotations of biological and physiological 

aspects in distinguishing between males and females, recent interpretations of 

the term ‘gender’ carries socially-laden connotations of the nature of roles, 

conduct, and values that distinguish men and women (Bradley, 2013). Based on 

their socially-constructed nature, these connotations differ in representations of 

gender from one context and one society to another. Thus, connotations of 

gender are assigned by the social and cultural norms prevailing in a particular 

context. In the same way, the responsible roles assigned to these genders are 

politically distributed according to what is considered the norm in their contexts 

(Zuhur, 2003). This can be exemplified by the prevailing image of women being 

responsible for caretaking and domestic chores, with men fulfilling roles as 

breadwinners, sources of financial capital, and out-of-home workers. With time 

and influencing contextual forces, these roles become gendered stereotypes that 

become socially consolidated and naturally expected. In many cases, those who 

choose to resist conforming to these stereotypical images risk being socially 

sanctioned by members of their society.       

Another implication of the different conceptualizations of gender and gender 

roles is discrimination. Generally, discrimination can be viewed as a means to 

preserve the inclinations to conformity preferred by many individuals. As 
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indicated by (Hutchings et al., 2010), discrimination arises from the attempts to 

preserve stereotypical images of gender. In this way, discrimination is politically 

oriented from the desires of the more powerful sex, mostly males, to preserve 

their power in the gendered hierarchy. Since women historically and traditionally 

hold a lower place in this hierarchy, they are more prone to discrimination in 

forms like patriarchism (Tetreault, 1999). Patriarchy is ‘a system of male 

authority which oppresses women through its social, political and economic 

institutions’ (Makama, 2013, p. 117). Patriarchy therefore is a form of social 

stratification in which the leverage and power are placed in the hands of the 

supreme sex, males, consequently constraining the roles, plans, aspirations and 

actions of the dominated sex, females.  

Gender has also been linked to the quality of academic achievement by some 

researchers such as Colley et al. (2003);  and Forey (2013); Gordon (2004); 

Kocatepe (2017); Kubota and Chiang (2013). Some factors which these 

researchers discussed in this respect are concerned with the imbalanced 

distribution of power between genders in some cultures, the consequential 

hegemony of males over females’ life decisions, and the acceptance of pre-

defined gender roles and responsibilities. According to Colley et al. (2003), these 

pre-defined roles are ideologically consolidated through some practices in the 

social, academic, and professional contexts in which the idea of ‘becoming’ or 

belonging to a gender group is considered through predetermined criteria. 

Additionally, studies such as the one conducted by Forey (2013) confirm that in 

some contexts, members of the subordinate gender (usually females) are 

stigmatised or socially excluded if they go against these prevalent gender 

stereotypes, which significantly influences their life decisions and career 

aspirations. As part of the Arab wider context, the Kuwaiti society shows signs of 

such gender-related implications, hence the influence of gender-related issues 

on academic experiences is considered significant for the current study.    

3.4.3 Ethnicity 

Scott and Marshall (2014, p. 221) define ethnicity as: 

Individuals who consider themselves, or are considered by 

others, to share common cultural characteristics that differentiate 

them from other collectivities in a society, and from which they 

develop their distinctive behaviour, from an ethnic group.  

(Scott and Marshall, 2014, p. 221) 
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This definition is particularly helpful for the current study due to the central issues 

it embeds with respect to the conceptualisation of ethnicity. First, as indicated by 

Scott and Marshall (2014), there are numerous common characteristics such as 

ancestry, social and cultural values, religious beliefs and norms, and common 

geography and language which can be shared by individuals of a particular 

ethnic identity. Therefore, characteristics of membership to an ethnic community 

are recognised domains which help individuals to define their social and cultural 

territories.      

Additionally, ethnicities can be characterised as dynamic and fluid in their 

structure. For example, human phenomena such as migration and integrated 

societies have a considerable impact on ethnic identities. An ethnicity, however, 

is not a theory which can be applied to differing contexts in the same way. As 

contended by Fenton (2010, p. 2), there is not ‘unitary theory of ethnicity’. This 

does not mean that ethnicities do not exist in our lives, but rather, it is a concept 

which is endowed with meaning from the context which we seek to explain. As 

such, the contextual representation of ethnicity might differ from one context to 

the other.  

Moreover, researchers such as Worrell (2015) also assert the relationship 

between ethnic identities and academic achievement. In this respect, Worrell 

(2015) argues that the desire of some individuals within an ethnic group to 

conform to their prevalent behavioural norms in order to gain acceptance plays a 

significant role in shaping the nature of their actions and attitudes in an academic 

experience. This is despite the fact that some group members resist this 

stereotypical image of adhering to behavioural norms and instead choose to 

conform to wider, local or global norms for reasons such as the impact of 

globalisation or social media in instigating social change. For example, Holliday 

et al. (2017) note that the value of education perceived among members of an 

ethnic group has an impact on how some members approach and react towards 

their educational experience. Additionally, Boykin et al. (2015) caution that while 

these members sometimes attempt to overcome the stereotypical image with 

which they are known, the anxiety they experience influences their learning 

attainment and outcome which eventually confirms their belongingness to such 

stereotype. Othering, i.e. ‘reducing the foreign other to less than what they are’ 

(Holliday et al., 2017, p. 26) can also be another consequence for the above 
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scenario in which the characterisation of the self and the other involves treating 

the other unequally as marginal in comparison to one’s self.      

Additionally, Norton and Gao (2008, p. 110) state that:  

If learners “invest” in the target language, they do so with the 

understanding that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic 

and material resources, which will in turn increase the value of 

their cultural capital.  

(Norton and Gao, 2008, p. 110) 

Learning in this sense is impacted by how the learners appraise the likelihood of 

achieving learning upon their investment in an educational experience, all in 

relation to their current conditions and positions in their surrounding societal 

contexts. All in all, the above discussed social categories are relevant for the 

current study because of their impact on the configuration of professional 

identities. As clarified by Norton and Gao (2008); and Norton Peirce (1995) 

learners’ consideration of the cost and benefit of investing time, emotions, and 

effort to attain any form of linguistic competence is impacted by their appraisal of 

the resources, opportunities, and hindrances implicated by their contextual 

conditions. The next section delves deeper into the impact of these 

categorisations on the ESP experiences 

3.4.4 The impact of social categories on ESP experiences 

As indicated by  and Kubota (2003); Kubota and Chiang (2013), issues of social 

categories and their impact on the ESP course are seriously underrepresented in 

ESP research. Considering the social and critical turns through which education 

experienced a shift ‘from a central focus on language teaching, testing and 

second language acquisition to a broader and more critical conceptualization of 

language in social life’ (Pennycook, 2010, p. 1), this lack of attention to the 

influence exerted by social categories on teaching and learning experiences is 

quite surprising.  

Context is extremely crucial in the conceptualization of educational experiences.  

and Hamp-Lyons (2011); Holmes and Marra (2014) contend that texts cannot be 

interpreted and taught in isolation of the contexts in which they occur, the 

individuals involved in their production and reception, and other important social 

and cultural considerations such as learners’ backgrounds. In ESP, context is 
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regarded as the ‘black box’ through which texts can be understood (Belcher, 

2013, p. 539; Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011). This contextual black box can yield 

valuable information concerning the backgrounds from which teachers and 

learners come and how these can shape their attitudes and performance in ESP 

courses.  

Implicated by his experiences in NA and course design projects in different 

geographical areas, Brown (2016) contends that constraints such as the value 

assigned by community members to education in general and language learning 

in particular, and the communal conceptualisations of language as a valuable 

tool in professional communication influence the success of these projects. In a 

similar vein, Holliday (1995, p. 125) reflexively explains his personal stance in 

the NA project in an Arab country:  

My knowledge as an outsider to the situation was not sufficient to 

make more than a very cursory analysis of these factors. Had I 

not had the background that I did in the national education 

system, it would have been even more cursory.  

(Holliday, 1995, p. 125) 

In light of his reflexivity, Holliday asserts the inevitability of exploring needs from 

a contextualised rather than universal lens.  

This in turn indicates that social backgrounds cannot be regarded with an eye of 

universality, in which teachers and learners are seen as ‘neutral’ and ‘objective’ 

(Kubota and Chiang, 2013, p. 666). Thus, there are no ultimate propositions 

about educational outcomes or practices which suit any context and 

stakeholders anywhere in the world. On the contrary, Kubota and Chiang (2013, 

p. 666) contend that the ‘truth’ in education is ‘socially and discursively 

constructed’ and should be viewed in the same way. Thus, ESP learners should 

be seen as diverse and varying in several aspects such as gender, ethnicity, 

race and social class. This in turn requires course designers to scrutinise 

contexts to pinpoint prevailing variances and their consequential influences. Put 

differently, what constitutes useful knowledge is conditioned with its usefulness 

to particular contexts, particular learners, and particular experiential realities. The 

link between these aspects and the ESP course is yet to be researched in the 

Kuwaiti context. 
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As claimed by Belcher and Lukkarila (2011, p. 57):  

avoiding the cultural lens may mean missing an opportunity to 

productively engage with students actively involved in their own 

identity work, that is, their rethinking of who they are and want to 

become, and the contexts in which they can and will function as 

language users.  

(Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011, p. 57) 

This can help practitioners to revisit their own teaching to gain deeper insights 

into how to reflect this cultural lens in their instruction. For example, Benesch’s 

(1998; 2001) decision to include anorexia in the EAP curriculum came as an act 

to address the gender imbalances in the psychology curriculum adjunct to her 

course, an act which came after reflexively scrutinising and problematising the 

current context.  

One issue underlying the discussion of ESP and social categories concerns the 

critique of the pragmatist nature of ESP (Benesch, 2001; Dudley-Evans, 2001; 

Harwood and Hadley, 2004). Put differently, some researchers contend that 

ESP’s commonly highlighted pragmatic nature can lead practitioners to be 

oblivious of the political implications of considering and treating discourses as 

universally fixed and out-of-reach for interrogation or change. However, and if we 

take into account that teaching and learning experiences differ with the differing 

of individuals’ pasts, presents, and futures, these social differences become 

highly influential in how teachers and learners receive and react towards these 

discourses; for example reacting to western or L1 language users’ norms and 

practices.  

Another issue pertinent to this discussion as proposed by  andBenesch (2001); 

Kubota (2003) concerns NA. Precisely, reducing learners’ needs to what the 

target or learning situations require overlooks the need for teachers and course 

designers to understand the nature of these learners as another significant 

element to be incorporated in the study of needs. The treatment of needs as pre-

existing ‘relegates instruction and learning merely to the fulfilment of external 

demands’ (Kubota and Chiang, 2013, p. 668).   

For example, in the target and learning-based NA conducted by Alqunayeer and 

Zamir (2016) for Saudi tertiary-level female learners, learners’ previous language 
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experiences, status and recognition of English in the Saudi context, and amount 

of exposure available for learners outside academic boundaries were among the 

considerations discussed by the researchers as influential to the implementation 

of NA results. These external social and cultural considerations posed 

themselves as crucial in the context, even though they were not considered 

within the preliminary aims of the study. Additionally, Kocatepe (2017), who 

studied the out-of-class learning experiences for Emirati female learners, 

observed interesting issues concerning learners’ level of readiness to take 

control of their learning in light of contextual, social and cultural surroundings, 

what it means to be a female language learner in a conservative Emirati context, 

and the constraints and serotypes faced during their learning journeys. Forey 

(2013) found that factors like gender-role imbalances and social restrictions had 

a considerable impact on Indian women’s acceptance of call centre jobs and on 

their investment of time and effort to learn skills demanded for these jobs.  

Kubota and Chiang (2013) explain that one shaper of the learners’ multiple 

identities is their social background. Additionally, endorsing the view of learners’ 

background as universal would not help to provide insights into learners’ 

complex identities and their influence on the teaching and learning experiences. 

As such, these social categories should be considered in the design of ESP 

courses. Among the benefits of adopting such conceptualisation of language 

experiences is the consideration of ‘not only what we offer learners in terms of 

content (e.g., vocabulary for expressing feelings) but also how we offer that 

content—the degree to which we support learners’ construction of a vision they 

have for themselves’ (Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011, p. 90). In a culturally, 

ethnically, and racially heterogenous context such as EAP courses in 

‘marketized universities’ for example, Chun (2009) states that the consideration 

of relevant concepts and topics included in EAP instruction as universally 

suitable to any context is neither feasible nor effective, simply because some 

concepts might seem pressingly needed or understood in one context while 

being completely irrelevant to the other. 

As a result of the above discussion, the scrutinization of the multiple and 

interrelated identities of learners which stem from their social and cultural 

backgrounds becomes an integral need for ESP courses. This is in light of the 

need to explore the pertinence of the identified course aims to learners’ contexts 
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rather than regarding them as universal and predetermined. As proposed by 

Hyland (2016, p. 24), ESP courses should be ‘tempered by contextual 

exigencies’. As stated by Kubota and Chiang (2013), and instead of a ‘colorblind 

equality’, practitioners and course designers therefore should aim to understand 

how issues of social categories shape ESP experiences and how generated 

experiences contest current dominant discourses. Introducing the kind of rhetoric 

that raises practitioners’ and course designers’ awareness of issues and 

challenges faced by learners of different SES, ethnicities, gender, and racial 

backgrounds is a mandatory springboard for empowerment and instructional 

enhancement.  

3.5 Issues in the ESP course 

The design of ESP courses is a series of activities which requires a level of 

intensive preparation for the achievement of congruences between the expected 

aims and outcomes of the course. Due to their importance in preparing learners 

to reach aspired language-related goals, these courses should be carefully 

examined to pinpoint ways in which the teaching and learning experiences are 

influenced and can be enhanced. This section tackles some important aspects 

which have an influence on ESP course experiences: course design, 

management, teacher communication and education. 

3.5.1 ESP course design  

According to Hafner and Miller (2018, p. 39), ESP course design is an ‘evolving 

and dynamic’ process that involves delving into learners’ needs in light of their 

dynamically changing contexts to guide the course’s initiation, modification and 

appraisal. This process is far from being a neatly-put linear process in which one 

step leads to the consecutive in an orderly fashion as illustrated by Hutchinson 

and Waters (1987). ESP course design is a synergistically messy process which 

involves recursively going back and forth between phases. The three main 

components on which ESP courses are founded according to many researchers 

such as and Basturkmen (2010); Brown (2016); Hutchinson and Waters (1987); 

Woodrow (2017) are NA, curriculum, and evaluation. This section is dedicated to 

the discussion of the latter two components, curriculum and evaluation, since NA 

has been discussed comprehensively in Section 3.3.   
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ESP curriculum 

Richards (2016) asserts that ‘Central to any innovation in language teaching is 

the nature of second language curriculum… that live up to its promises’. 

Curriculum design is a crucial step in the organization of language courses, 

general or specific. They are seen by Macalister and Nation (2009) as the ‘How-

to-do-it’ step of planning an educational experience. Cheng (2011) generally 

views that the aims and objectives of language experiences should be 

centralized around targeted outcomes and expected gains. Given their ‘situated’ 

nature, Benesch (2001); and Woodrow (2017) argue that ESP/EAP courses are 

special cases of ELT pedagogy which require curriculums to be carefully 

designed to cater for such situatedness of the specific language experience. As 

such, and as pointed out by and Brown (2016); Macalister and Nation (2009), 

specific curriculums should be theory-led, needs-based, and context-sensitive.  

The current study adopts Richard’s (2013, p. 6) definition of curriculum as:  

the overall plan or design for a course and how the content for a 

course is transformed into a blueprint for teaching and learning 

which enables the desired learning outcomes to be achieved.  

(Richards, 2013, p. 6) 

This definition was selected because of its demonstration of how a curriculum 

serves in bridging the gap between the content of a course and the proper 

means of approaching such content. Additionally, such conceptualisation of a 

curriculum allows teachers to build better depictions of the course of their 

instruction and to anticipate the challenges that they might encounter in their 

courses. These arguments indicate the necessity of exploring curricular issues in 

the context of IAB, where the guiding blueprint is lacking (See Findings chapter, 

Section 6.2.1), in order to delve into the teachers’ experiences in such situation. 

Well-designed curriculums are advantageous for both teachers and learners. 

With respect to teachers, curriculums offer a sense of systematization, 

opportunity for in-advance preparation and critical reflections on the teaching 

practices, methods, and materials to be employed in the ESP course (Gollin-Kies 

et al., 2015). A clear determination of the specific target content also gives 

teachers a space to appraise their current situations, i.e. their learners and their 

available resources for example, to explore how learners’ proficiency can be 
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enhanced with the available means and conditions. It can also be contended that 

sharing curriculum details with learners enables them to form expectations of 

what and why they learn and improves their readiness to receive and interact 

with the content of the course. For example, the act of transparency performed 

by Bhatia et al. (2011) in which they provided learners with open access to all 

curricular details and modifications resulted in improving learners’ responses in 

consecutive NAs due to the generated sense of involvement when seeing that 

their suggestions had been considered in curricular development. Therefore, it is 

crucial for ESP curriculum designers not only to focus on concrete curricular 

components such as textbooks and technologies, but also on the dynamics and 

interactions between relevant actors and their views and experiences within the 

course. 

Additionally, it can be noted that translating the needs generated by NA involves 

acknowledging the realities of the classrooms and finding ways of navigating 

around conditions to target these needs in the best affordable manner. According 

to Macalister and Nation (2009, p. 174), a successful curriculum is engineered in 

a way that appears to be achievable to the relevant actors without leaving them 

with the feeling of being ‘over-worked’, ‘threatened’, or unmotivated. In other 

words, as proposed by Macalister and Nation (2009), ‘realistic change’ through a 

careful study of the magnitude of change which can be implemented considering 

the conditions of the target situation is recommended in the consideration of 

curricular activities.  

This at the same time is not a call for a static curriculum that does not challenge 

learners’ current abilities with the aim of proficiency improvement. For example, 

while earlier research such as the ESP Brazilian project (Cited in Dudley-Evans 

and St John, 1998) suggest that ESP cannot be taught to students of low 

language proficiency level, more recent research such as and Alexander (2012); 

Johnson and Lyddon (2016) shed light on these issues as significantly relevant 

upon decision-making in the ESP curriculum. Johnson and Lyddon (2016), for 

instance, highlight the reality ESP course designers face, among which is the 

struggle between the target situation needs and the time allotted for the ESP 

courses, especially in the case of learners with low proficiency level in which the 

situation is further complexified. This therefore highlights the need to explore 

alternative approaches, such as technological assistance (Groves and Mundt, 
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2015; Johnson and Lyddon, 2016) or intensifying remedial courses (Hyland, 

2018a), for teachers to navigate around these dilemmas rather than 

presupposing impossibility of ESP instruction and basing curriculums on such 

suppositions.  

According to Richards (2016), a curriculum starts with the formulation of a 

depiction of the outcomes aspired to be achieved by learners (‘the end’) as a 

guide to the planning and organization of the instructional experience throughout 

the course (‘the means’). With respect to ESP, Brown (2009, p. 284) posits that:  

objectives are the link that connects the NA to the rest of the 

curriculum (i.e., to the materials, testing, teaching, and program 

evaluation). Indeed, specifying objectives is a way of fitting what 

was learned in the NA to the actual instruction that will be 

delivered.  

(Brown, 2009, p. 284) 

Thus, it is the nature of the target ends or goals to be attained that shapes 

choices of methods and resources that harmonize with these goals. This is also 

clarified by the statement of Flowerdew (2005) that decisions whether to adopt a 

content, text or task-based approach to curriculums rely significantly on the 

overarching aims of the course or what aspects of the learners’ learning exactly 

the course aspires to nurture. As underscored by many ESP researchers 

(Bhatia, 2014; Flowerdew, 2011; Forey, 2004; Hyland, 2018a), genre, discourse, 

and corpus-based research has contributed to the attainment of enriched 

depictions of these target ends through enabling ESP curriculum designers to 

delve into both textual and contextual elements of professional texts to develop 

ESP courses with aspects that reflect the communicative events occurring in 

target situations.   

To understand how the above arguments are put into action, Lockwood (2012), 

among others, demonstrates the experience of ESP curriculum configuration and 

implementation. The impetus behind this curriculum was the institutional need for 

a systematic plan to serve for the standardization of instruction and assessment 

across the corporation’s different groups. As such, and after evaluating the 

nature of the context of Asian call centers, Lockwood adopts a hybrid genre 

analysis approach in which she studies the ‘moves’ and ‘call flow’ of calls 

received by customer services representatives to locate the commonly 
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encountered linguistic and cultural problematic issues. Based on this, Lockwood 

identifies listening as the ‘backbone’ of the syllabus, using listening tasks as the 

springboard from which her learners can explore the textual and contextual 

elements in spoken interactions such as dealing with problematic voice quality 

and managing and tempering emotionally agitated situations. Learners then 

learn about the strategic and linguistic options available for them according to the 

encountered situation.  

Chan (2018) illustrates another example of how the needs of Hong Kong 

business English learners were interpreted to underpin the prepared syllabus. 

Analysis of the nature of learners, target situations, and academic contexts 

guided the researcher’s decisions; generally to focus on the discourse of 

business meetings, and specifically to provide an ‘interpersonal’ contextualized, 

and interactional instruction. Accordingly, Chan (2018) structured her syllabus 

around three main fundaments: ‘experiential learning’, ‘repeated reflection’ to 

increase awareness of crucial and problematic aspects in business meetings, 

and ‘language focus/feedback’ to encourage the exploration of linguistic 

elements pertinent to target discourses.  

Based on the argument that a curriculum is a ‘holistic’ and integrative step 

through which the other course steps and components are connected (Macalister 

and Nation, 2009; Van Lier, 2013), the need for a constant evaluation of the 

curriculum and its components is a crucial step in order to ensure that they serve 

their intended aim. The next section therefore discusses issues pertinent to the 

process of course evaluation. 

ESP evaluation 

Evaluation usually takes the responsibility of assessing the success of language 

teaching and learning experiences in a given context (Macalister and Nation, 

2009). Brown (1995, p. 217) places evaluation at ‘the heart of the systematic 

approach to language curriculum design’ and perceives it as ‘the part of the 

model that includes, connects, and gives meaning to all other elements’. In more 

detail, Brown (1995, p. 218) defines evaluation as a:  

systematic collection and analysis of all relevant information 
necessary to promote the improvement of a curriculum and 
assess its effectiveness within the context of the particular 
institutions involved.  

(Brown, 1995, p. 218) 
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The missing part in this depiction which can be confusing to those involved in 

evaluation is related to relevant actors; i.e. who to involve in executing evaluation 

and whose opinions to target.     

Evaluation is particularly important in ESP and to the current research due to the 

targeted and functional nature of the courses in which learners’ specific needs 

are central to ESP courses. As part of the iterative process of course design, 

evaluation continues with the continuation of the introduced courses. It is 

therefore not a one-off activity which is executed ‘once in a course life’ 

(Bocanegra-Valle, 2016, p. 567). Implicated from this sense of continuity and 

duration, Dudley-Evans and St John (1998) refer to the challenge and 

impracticality of aspiring towards a comprehensive evaluation that targets every 

aspect of the course. As such, setting a prioritized agenda of what is closely 

pertinent to the context of the course and its relevant stakeholders is a more 

realistic evaluative goal for which to aspire. An example of that as proposed by  

Woodrow (2017) is reviewing the aspects of strength and weakness of the 

course, as well as what went missing and should be implemented in future 

experiences. 

Evaluation is a vital step in ensuring the legitimacy and soundness of the 

preparation, application, and progress of the course (Tsou and Chen, 2014). It is 

in this step that defects of the course are pinpointed in order to find ways for 

them to be remedied. Through evaluation, practitioners and program managers 

can gain insights into the degree and quality of the fulfilment of target aims 

identified in the curriculum. Similar to the absence of properly designed 

curriculums for the ESP courses, course evaluation was also identified by 

teachers as missing from the context of IAB (See Findings Chapter, Section 

6.2.1). Based on the above illustrated value of evaluation in enhancing the 

quality of the ESP course, delving into the experiences of teachers to pinpoint 

their attitudes, actions, and the nature of their instructional decisions in light of 

the absence of course evaluation becomes an important issue to explore in this 

study.   

With respect to methods and approaches of evaluation, ‘formative’ process-

oriented and ‘summative’ product-oriented are two types of evaluation processes 

that are frequently discussed in the literature (Macalister and Nation, 2009). A 

summative, usually quantitative approach to evaluation is adopted with the 
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intention of forming judgmental depictions of courses’ ‘quality and adequacy’ and 

is therefore concerned with the ends or outcomes through targeting ‘results, 

standards, and groups’ (Macalister and Nation, 2009, pp. 125-126). A formative, 

usually qualitative, evaluation carries more developmental intentions and 

concerns evaluating the means to which this end has been reached. Therefore, 

formative evaluations are concerned with ‘causes, processes, and individuals’ 

(Macalister and Nation, 2009, p. 126). A decision to conduct one of these 

approaches and methods or to opt for triangulations should depend on a careful 

consideration of the scope and aims underpinning any evaluative measure.  

Brown (1995) identifies three key characteristics of evaluation. First, Brown 

posits that an academic evaluative measure is flexibly ‘systematic’ in the sense 

that it should be guided by scientific fundaments yet permitting informal means of 

evaluations such as informal discussions. Evaluation, as indicated by Brown 

(1995), should be sensitive to the circumstances of the context it targets, 

therefore fulfilling practicality elements of considering only aspects that are 

relevant to the investigated context. Therefore, identifying the ‘scope’ and 

purpose of evaluation (Macalister and Nation, 2009) and highlighting the goals 

behind conducting evaluation help eliminate the evaluation of issues of 

secondary importance. In their ESP context for example, Tsou and Chen (2014) 

focused their evaluative project on appraising whether the identified needs were 

met in the course and ensuring the incorporation of ESP principles such as 

authenticity and autonomy. Finally, Brown (1995) asserts that evaluation should 

be purposeful; i.e. whether to appraise the overall outcomes, effectiveness of 

teaching practices, or pinpoint defects in the course, as this can allow personnel 

in charge to select the suitable methods to achieve the highlighted purposes of 

conducting evaluation.  

Hafner and Miller (2018) present an interesting account of the twists and turns 

encountered in their design and maintenance of ESP courses in an academic 

institution in Hong Kong, in which the evaluation phase played a major role. In 

more detail, the continuous evaluations conducted in this context led to 

significant changes in the courses, especially the targeted genres and methods 

of approaching them. Under the contingencies of the changing nature of 

learners’ needs, and with the aim to introduce innovative genres and approaches 

that harmonize with modern advancements, Hafner and Miller (2018) take the 
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decision of substituting the ‘more traditional oral presentation’ with scientific 

documentaries. This genre was addressed in the course through a project-based 

style of instruction, in which learners were involved in learning about the process 

of making scientific documentaries, before engaging in practical applications of 

what they learned and writing reports to demonstrate their experiences. Multiple-

sourced-and-methods evaluation was then conducted with the aim of a) 

appraising the feasibility and practicality of the introduced intervention, and b) 

explore the factors contributing to the success or failure of group work in this 

intervention. Experiences such as the one introduced by Hafner and Miller 

(2018) can be effective for raising the teachers’ and institutions’ awareness in 

contexts such as IAB, where the value of course evaluation is not acknowledged. 

3.5.2 ESP program management 

 A general sense of management’s responsibilities is illustrated by Farnham 

(1999, p. 16), who claim that management personnel are expected to initiate and 

oversee ‘the execution, communication and monitoring of organizational 

strategies and policies and how the university is structured to carry out its 

academic purposes’. Specifically in language programs, Gillett (2016, p. 530) 

indicates that management’s responsibilities in ESP/EAP programs reside in 

‘managing people, managing courses and managing resources’. Hyland (2016) 

indicates that ESP program planning and management should be highly 

sensitive to the contexts of these programs for better quality of judgment of their 

level of specificity, targeted content, and best approaches to harmonise with their 

overall aims. Language program managers should be involved in their contexts 

to understand the nature of their communications, relationships, and dynamics. 

They also have to be involved in ‘overall  curriculum, and particular course 

design — pre-, in-, or post-study’ (Gillett, 2016, p. 534). This is especially 

significant in departments following a centralised management approach, where 

managers are usually involved in decision-making of most aspects of academic 

experiences. 

However, it would be naïve to only suffice for these explications of the nature of 

academic program management as this would be oblivious of the complexity of 

humanistic phenomena such as the one introduced in the current study which 

involves politically-driven power hierarchies. Therefore, discussion in this area 

will tackle critical issues in relation to these ‘people’, ‘courses’ and ‘resources’; 
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the implications of embracing a globalised perspective of ESP courses, the 

general status of these courses in the academe, and the status of teachers and 

learners in decision making. 

Several indices in the literature, and in life encounters, assert the value of 

English language in today’s world for numerous reasons. First, there is the 

change in the interface of global economy to involve numerous facets of merges, 

interrelatedness, and complex dealings represented in examples such as ‘cross-

border mergers’ and ‘multinational, multicultural and multilingual organizations’ 

(Kankaanranta and Salminen, 2013, pp. 18-19). Employees are now in constant 

need to be prepared for communicative encounters in different countries and 

continents. As posited by Galloway and Rose (2013), encountering 

communicative events which require the use of English as a global tool of 

interaction is very likely even for less-mobile employees who do not usually cross 

their geographical boundaries. Additionally, as indicated by Gollin-Kies et al. 

(2015), the technological advancements have also contributed greatly to 

changing the global interactional means and the nature of discourses among 

professionals in complex and continuous ways.  

Social phenomena also have an impact on the changing global scenario. Among 

these is the growing number of overseas learners seeking knowledge in 

countries other than their own, resulting in internationalised education (Ding and 

Bruce, 2017; Hyland, 2018a). Other phenomena such as social mobility and the 

growing number of refugees in different world countries (Baynham, 2011; Kubota 

and Chiang, 2013) and their need to integrate in their new contexts also pose 

themselves as significant shapers of modern communities. With the new 

products resulting from the constant fusion of world citizens in global 

communities, the linguistic, social and cultural identities, norms and conventions 

are constantly and dynamically reinvented. For example, Chun’s (2009) 

illustration of the ‘marketization’ of modern tertiary-level educational experiences 

in the USA led to a view in which the courses’ tenor, materials and practices 

were seen as ‘commodified’, consequently leading to a reductionist approach to 

viewing and managing experiences as ‘marketable commodity’ and marketized 

sets of skills which lack situatedness and contextual sensitivity.   

With all these changes come the changing nature of communication between 

people for several purposes either for career acquisition and enhancement or 
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settlement and integration. Purposes differ with changing times and conditions 

and thus language courses should take into consideration keeping up with these 

changes at a reasonable velocity. Based on the conception that language 

constitutes an integral and indispensable component of humanistic phenomena 

(Baynham, 2011; Kumaravadivelu, 2012), the potentiality of these changes is 

extremely hard to overlook by personnel in charge of managing language 

courses. For example, Peters and Fernández (2013, p. 236) observe that the 

regard of professional genres as ‘incentives’ leading to upgrades in learners’ 

career opportunities and membership to future professional communities leads to 

a course that is designed with a vision that motivates learners to ‘grapple with 

the challenges of bridging the gap between their L1 and L2’.  

Moreover, management personnel who view the ESP course from a globalised 

perspective support the preparation of L2 learners for situations where even L1 

language users have to switch from English as a Native/ National language 

(ENL) to ELF in some international settings to achieve belongingness to target 

communities (Galloway and Rose, 2013; Roberts and Canagarajah, 2009). An 

effective ESP course underscores issues of ‘pragmatic competence’ that are 

elicited from real discourses of specific fields to pinpoint their prevalent strategies 

and prepare learners accordingly (Planken, 2005), and to raise their level of 

confidence when encountering similar situations in their careers (Chew, 2005). 

Introducing disciplinary genres as dynamic and everchanging rather than static 

content that is presented in textbook-based linguistic models exposes learners to 

a flavour of the lived realities and experiences in their future workplaces. For this, 

Hyland (2009, p. 202) highlights that specifically-oriented programs should not 

be based on the conception of language courses as a ‘piecemeal remediation of 

individual error or a simple topping up of deficiencies’. Instead, all these issues 

require a prudent management strategic agenda that is theoretically endorsed 

based on research-led explorations of the nature of genres, discourses and 

needs that are relevant to their contexts.  

This leads smoothly to an important issue in this discussion; to the perceptions of 

the value of specific language programs in the academe. Researchers such as 

Benesch (2001); and Harwood and Hadley (2004); Hyland (2016) indicate that 

the pragmatically and textually-based approaches to ESP courses contribute 

significantly to endorsing them as merely ‘supporting’, ‘subservient’, 
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‘accommodationist’ courses which primarily serve the enhancement of the 

learners’ linguistic abilities. Hyland (2016, p. 4) refers to the widespread 

perceptions of specific language teachers as ‘work[ing] for rather than with 

subject specialists’. This situation  is aggravated by other issues such as the 

marketization of education and budget cuts (Kumaravadivelu, 2012; Paltridge 

and Starfield, 2013), which leaves language programs in a vulnerable situation of 

being less supported and undervalued in the academe. Management’s support 

for language teachers has been identified by numerous researchers as among 

the factors contributing to either the success of the ESP experience (Celani, 

2008; Holmes and Celani, 2006) or its failure (Labassi, 2010; Tavakoli and 

Tavakol, 2018). For example, Evans and Green (2007) clarify that the decisions 

for public budget-cuts in Hong Kong has led managers in some academic 

institutions to resort to substituting EAP courses for an alternative ‘remediation’ 

course based on managers’ perceptions of EAP as a ‘service’ course. Such 

perceptions as indicated by many (such as Benesch, 2001; Ding and Bruce, 

2017; Evans and Green, 2007; Hyland, 2016), impact how teachers and learners 

conceptualize their specific language experience as merely an accommodationist 

experience that is subservient in tenor and means to the target discipline. In the 

current research for instance, the cynical question ‘What is ESP?’ which T3 

received from her superior generated critical questions regarding the position of 

the ESP program in the academe. This situation will be discussed in more detail 

in Section 6.2.1.  

Management’s facilitation of opportunities for knowledge reciprocation and 

dissemination among academic staff members relies to a high extent on the 

above-explained perceptions of the value of specific language programs in the 

academe. As indicated by Hyland (2009, p. 212), the view of language teachers 

as ‘outsiders, who can only approximate the knowledge and skills of subject-area 

insiders’ derails the success of implementing strategies such as cooperation, 

collaborations, team-teaching between ESP and disciplinary teachers. Limited 

opportunities of knowledge exchange can result into what Hamp-Lyons (2011) 

identifies as a ‘quick fix’ perception of specific language courses. Hyland (2016, 

p. 5) also confirms that such perceptions lead management personnel to adopt 

what Raimes (1991) identifies as ‘the butler stance’, in which tertiary-level 

language programs are recognised as ‘service activity, shunted off into special 

units, and marginalised as a remedial exercise designed to fix up students’ 
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problems’. Based on such arguments, the exploration of the voice of IAB’s ESP 

teachers and their involvement in the decision-making process is an important 

issue to discuss in this study.  

Additionally, Gillett (2016, p. 530) highlights the lack of preparation language 

managers receive to qualify for their new roles which transcend those of 

language teachers to deal with ‘academic, administrative, institutional, political, 

fiscal, and managerial’ concerns. As such, it can be contended here that no 

matter how vast their previous teaching expertise is, it does not qualify 

management authorities for a monopoly of judgments and decisions in academic 

programs. Dudley-Evans (2001) signals a very important issue in this realm: the 

language course is what Benesch (2001) terms ‘a site of struggle’, in which 

politically-oriented power hierarchies pose their conceptual authority in the 

course of action in the language programs.  

A successful language experience accounts for the differing views and 

conceptualisations of the relevant course beneficiaries and aspires for striking 

the balance between these views in the best possible means. It is therefore 

significantly imperative for the success of the ESP experience to have a 

management with willing mentality to understand and contain such contentions. 

As indicated by numerous researchers (Belcher, 2004; Bocanegra-Valle, 2016; 

Hyland, 2016; Long, 2005), a democratic environment in which the views of all 

possible stakeholders are considered leads to more balanced decisions 

regarding aspects of the courses. Despite such calls for the consideration of 

power acquisition among stakeholders, some problematic issues still emerge in 

discussions in the literature. For example, Hyland (2009, p. 215) observes ‘a 

tendency [from teachers and course designers] to accept institutional imperatives 

in defining needs too readily’. This can be ascribed to Gillett’s (2016) depiction of 

the position of the language programs in the academe as an unstable construct 

that is prone to deconstruction for many reasons such as budget-related issues, 

as well as the above-discussed argument regarding the nature of perceptions of 

language courses in the academe. Several academic institutions in Kuwait adopt 

a centralised system of management as explained in Section 2.3.3, amongst of 

which is IAB. Thus, it would be interesting to explore how teachers view their 

experiences in light of such centralised system and the challenges such scenario 

poses on their instructional decisions and attitudes.  
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Previous studies confirm the role of management approaches and practices in 

the success or failure of academic experiences. In the Brazilian context for 

example, the ESP project started in the 1980s, lasted for more than 25 years and 

extended across 23 Brazilian universities (Holmes and Celani, 2006). Celani 

(2008); Holmes and Celani (2006) argue that the collaboratively organised 

national curriculum and decentralization of the decision-making processes 

regarding several aspects of ESP was a significant contributor to the project’s 

success. For example, such factors led to the use of consistent methods that 

were proposed by local practitioners, and promoted several opportunities for 

research and pedagogical collaborations across the involved institutions. Such 

approach to managing the project allowed involved practitioners to feel 

‘ownership’ of this project because of their constant involvement in materials and 

methods organisation and evaluation. Moreover, the project’s collaborative 

management paved the way for the creation of a national local ‘critical mass’ 

through which professional development opportunities were introduced at a 

national level, gradually fortifying the local academic community that can sustain 

itself even without the existence of ‘the specialist’.  

In the Arabian context, Labassi (2010) demonstrates the factors contributing to 

the minimal success of the ESP Tunisian project; one reason for the lack of 

success is related the management approaches employed in this context. 

Specifically, Labassi (2010) points that inadequate strategies employed to 

manage the cohort of ESP teachers and inadequate coordination of ESP 

curriculums across academic institutions in Tunisia contributed to limiting the 

continuity and sustainability of the project. ESP teachers in this context did not 

feel the sense of ‘ownership’ recognised in the abovementioned Brazilian 

experience. Materials were mostly commercial, with ‘scattered’ yet unsuccessful 

attempts to prepare in-house materials. No efforts were directed towards 

encouraging context-specific teaching methods; therefore, ESP instruction was 

not attentive to learners’ needs or contextual conditions. The distribution of ESP 

teachers across academic institutions lacked strategic planning as pointed by 

Labassi, with ESP teachers dissolving into other scientific departments and 

losing their ‘local critical mass’. This dispersed situation also contributed to a 

‘homeless’ ESP project, in which teachers did not have the resources, support, 

or even physical space to gather and share their knowledge and experiences. 

Although the ESP programs in the Kuwaiti academic institutions are not part of a 
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national-level project such as the one implemented in Tunisia, the problems 

discussed by Labbassi (2010) share some similarities with the ones introduced 

by teachers and learners in the current study, as will be further explained in 

Chapters 5 and 6.  

Given these examples from the literature and the demonstrated influence of the 

management approaches on the educational experiences, the exploration of the 

teachers’ views of the management’s environment in which they are involved can 

yield interesting observations regarding how these approaches shape the 

teachers’ perceptions of their contexts and their instructional plans.  

3.5.3 Teacher communication 

If the reciprocity of knowledge is crucial in enhancing the teachers’ instructional 

knowledge and experiences (Chen, 2000; Gollin-Kies, 2014; Tao and Gao, 

2018), then the communication channels that are conducive to such 

reciprocation are crucial. Hyland and Hamp-Lyons (2002, p. 6) state that:  

it is difficult to imagine EAP without some notion of community. It 

is central to our understanding of the ways individuals acquire 

and deploy the specialist discourse competencies that allow 

them to legitimate their professional identities and to effectively 

participate as group members.  

(Hyland and Hamp-Lyons, 2002, p. 6) 

Unpacking this expressive statement leads to the inference that a specific 

teaching experience can neither be a purely individualistic nor a self-reliant 

experience that depends merely on individuals’ exertion of time and effort to fulfil 

their intended mission. Whether teaching is perceived as a natural innate talent 

or from a ‘teaching-as-science’ angle (Jourdenais, 2009, p. 647), language 

teaching is ultimately a social activity and thus teachers’ cognitions are 

constantly and dynamically shaped and reshaped through exposure to 

knowledge from the surrounding environmental forces. These environmental 

forces can either be their immediate professional worlds (institutional colleagues) 

or external worlds of international professional colleagues and their research 

outcomes.  

Boswood and Marriott (1994, p. 6) contend that ‘success in the ESP enterprise, 

however, extends far beyond the classroom’ while Grosse and Voght (2012, p. 
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191) assert the value of ‘sustained collegial collaboration and connection with the 

community’ as a key factor in improving quality of ESP instruction. Basturkmen 

(2010); and Basturkmen and Bocanegra-Valle (2018) posit that encouraging 

practices such as observations and literature exposure helps teachers to gain 

insights into how other teachers execute their jobs, implement instructional 

innovations and consequently enhance the quality of the instructional decisions. 

This is because the journeys through which teachers’ transition into ESP 

instructors can be complicated and include critical incidents in which situational 

decision making should be made (Chen, 2000; Wu and Badger, 2009). 

Membership to a community which provides teachers with the space, knowledge, 

support and resources to transform and develop through these journeys is 

therefore highly beneficial.   

However, and as indicated by Campion (2016), the ‘legitimacy’ of informal 

channels of communication and interaction among teachers are often 

unrecognised and underestimated, even by teachers themselves. Campion 

(2016)  identifies that the strategies of self-learning some teachers implemented 

when encountering limited institutional support, such as seeking knowledge from 

colleagues and external resources (e.g. literature and internet), and reliance on 

time and classroom experimentations had a significant impact on their 

transitional journeys from GE to EAP. Based on his critique of TE programs 

focussing on theoretical rather than practical aspects, Chen (2000, p. 390) posits 

that teachers’ awareness of the tools and resources around them and their 

exploitation of these resources as well as knowledge and expertise of their 

colleagues are crucial to their learning journey. This is, according to Chen (2000, 

p. 390), especially applicable in contexts where teachers do not receive 

adequate training and supervision, thus considering these strategies as ‘not the 

life boat itself, but rather a life belt’ of enhancing the ESP experiences in the best 

possible means.  

Additionally, Tao and Gao (2018, p. 2) state that communication and knowledge 

exchange can help teachers deal with the ‘different layers of the context’ in which 

ESP teachers find themselves. Through their research findings, Tao and Gao 

(2018) pinpoint that the dissolvement of ESP teachers into disciplinary 

departments in the target institution resulted in teachers’ isolation from their 

fellow ESP teachers, consequently generating no sense of belongingness and 
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limited communication between them. This, as the research shows, contributed 

to an ‘identity struggle’ in which teachers felt the ambiguity of their status in the 

academe and ‘uncertainty’ towards their roles and duties. Professional solitude is 

discussed as a major challenge impacting teachers’ experiences (Borg, 2018; 

Labassi, 2010; Wan et al., 2011) and prevents them from establishing a 

‘collaborative ethos’ (Borg, 2018, p. 209) to enable them to initiate and maintain 

their memberships in their professional communities.  

Gillett (2016) illustrates that maintaining healthy channels of communication with 

other professional colleagues and with the world of research chiefly impacts 

teachers’ motivation towards their instructional experiences. This is due to the 

constant rejuvenation of teaching experiences which eliminates the static mode 

of adhering to specific principles and practices. In this respect, Hiver et al. (2018, 

p. 14) maintain that ‘Relationships with other colleagues who are unsupportive, 

emotionally cold, or at best display an ambivalent attitude toward innovative 

teaching methods can contribute to a sense of futility and isolation that causes 

negative shifts in the motivation of in-service teachers’. Ding and Bruce (2017) 

also posit that teachers’ constant familiarisation with the trends in the field and 

their interaction with the outer professional communities are effective in enabling 

them to find and maintain their professional voice. It can then be contended that 

communication, on a local, regional, or international levels, offers teachers an 

opportunity to collectively and critically contemplate on the cognitions and 

practices that they currently hold regarding their language teaching experiences 

with the aim of improving their quality. Departing from the premises of these 

arguments, it seems that exploring the means, resources, and opportunities 

through which communication among teachers is facilitated in the current context 

and delving into the consequences of the current communicational scenario 

between teachers become evident.  

Of course, there is always the hazard of some teachers’ tendency to ‘do-as-they-

see’ (Jourdenais, 2009, p. 648) such as some inexperienced or unmotivated 

teachers. Such problematic issue, however, can be mitigated by empowering the 

teachers with the knowledge and PD opportunities to allow them to make 

informative, scientific, and agentive decisions among the multiplicity of 

experiences to which they are exposed.  
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The above arguments attract our attention to the significance of raising teachers’ 

awareness of the potential of such communicational strategies in TE programs. 

Through the conceptualisation of TE programs as a young, in-the-making, 

community of practices, teachers can learn how to be ‘on the alert’ (Tao and 

Gao, 2018, p. 8) with respect to keeping up-to-date with the advances in their 

fields. This entails teacher educators to think innovatively and utilise the 

available sources and channels through which communication can be facilitated 

among teachers, whether regionally and internationally in aggregations such as 

conferences (Borg, 2014), or locally in mediums such as WhatsApp groups 

(Parnham et al., 2018). Teachers then can start learning networking skills, 

building their own relationships with other colleagues, as well as having the 

opportunity to learn about interacting with colleagues.  

3.5.4 ESP teacher education and professional development 

Learning to teach is never an easy or straightforward mission, and so is the 

ability to continue the learning quest for knowledge to keep pace with the 

constantly changing world scenarios. Farrell (2015, pp. 5-6) pinpoints three 

major questions closely pertinent to teacher education (hereafter TE): a) 

knowledge (‘what teachers need to know?’), b) medium (‘how L2 teachers should 

teach?’), and c) pedagogy and maintenance (‘how L2 teachers learn to teach?’). 

Given that ESP entails accounting for several additional and demanding matters 

before, during, and after the instructional event such as needs, disciplinary 

genres and professional preparedness, ESP teacher education becomes a 

crucial aspect impacting the success of the ESP courses. A review of the ESP 

and TE literature leads to pinpointing important aspects involved in discussions 

of ESP teacher education: the conceptual, pedagogical, critical, social 

constructivist, and disciplinary content.  

According to Belcher (2006, p. 135), ESP practitioners are ‘needs analysts first 

and foremost, then designers and implementers of specialised curricula’. From 

Belcher’s statement, it can be inferred that the roles assigned to ESP teachers 

are complex and entail consequences in actual practice that transcend those 

found in GE.  

However, ESP teacher education programs have been characterized as 

significantly scarce (Basturkmen, 2017; Chen, 2000; Ding and Bruce, 2017). 

Basturkmen (2017, p. 318) states that ‘to date, the literature in EAP and ESP has 
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tended to foreground the needs of learners and background the learning and 

knowledge needs of teachers’. Belcher (2013, p. 748) also identifies that areas 

such as the initial motivations with which teachers make decisions to embark on 

an ESP career, the experiences they undergo to ‘hone their expertise’ are 

seriously lacking in ESP research.  and Cheng (2011); Littlewood (2014, p. 287) 

state that a search for sources discussing ESP in praxis is similar to the 

‘proverbial search for the needle in the haystack’. If literature on experiences, 

attitudes, and pedagogies is scarce in ESP, then this consequential scarcity of 

research in TE, which depends on the conceptualisations of course realities, 

therefore becomes understandable. As such, the experiences through which 

teachers learn to become ESP teachers, and the situations that they encounter 

with their discipline-specific instruction are greatly unacknowledged in research. 

A significant perspective from which TE is researched concerns cognitive 

aspects. In this perspective, teachers’ cognitions (e.g. conceptions, beliefs, 

knowledge) constitute important areas to explore by teacher educators. Borg 

(2015; 2018) posits that central to the mission of teacher educators is to raise 

teachers’ awareness of their historical and current beliefs and depictions of 

language teaching as groundwork to attain beliefs and attitudes that facilitate 

better instructional experiences. Borg (2011b, p. 218) states that:  

contemporary views of LTE [Language teacher education] 

acknowledge teachers as active, thinking decision-makers whose 

actions are influenced by the unobservable cognitive (and 

affective) dimension of teaching.  

(Borg, 2011b, p. 218) 

As proposed by Borg (2003); and Johnson (2016), a TE program that does not 

acknowledge cognition would very likely result in teachers’ withdrawal to their 

historical repertoires of pedagogical knowledge to seek approaches which can 

sometimes be static, redundant and decontextualized, just because they derive 

confidence from using approaches with which they are already familiar. 

In this realm, Sanchez et al. (2018, p. 236) recommend that ‘teacher education 

models which promote conscious critical reflection and teacher agency, and 

provide space for trainees to engage constructively both with their peers and with 

students are likely to generate innovative ideas for teaching which are 

appropriate to the specific contexts within which trainees teach’. Such reflections 
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play a role in inviting teacher and teacher learners to a sensitisation of their 

content, instruction, and context, which offers them the opportunity to 

problematise these aspects, their teaching experiences and anticipate the impact 

in light of their surrounding contexts and resources. 

One aspect which is crucial to include in an ESP teacher education program is 

related to knowledge of ESP concepts. According to Hyland (2002, p. 393), a key 

duty of ESP practitioners is raising learners’ awareness of the practices and 

norms of discourses in their professional worlds by ‘grounding pedagogical 

decisions in our understanding of target texts and practices’. To achieve 

Hyland’s (2002) stated mission, this ‘grounding’ requires a level of awareness of 

the fundaments of ESP for teachers to be able to cope with its specific nature. 

However, and as clarified by and Belcher (2013); Ding and Bruce (2017), the 

opportunities for teachers to attain qualifications in ESP/EAP are ‘quite slim’ due 

to the scarcity of academic programs offered in universities worldwide. If these 

programs are offered as proposed by Boswood and Marriott (1994); Hüttner et 

al. (2009), they would be concerned with introducing teacher learners with the 

theoretical aspects of ESP fundaments, with no engagement in actual practice to 

gain experience of their use and efficacy. With respect to in-service teachers, 

Campion (2016) indicates that teachers in several contexts do not have 

supporting opportunities through which they can transition from GE to ESP 

teaching; a part of this lack of support involves limited educational opportunities 

that inform teachers of the fundaments of ESP/EAP.  

Among the ESP fundaments that should be introduced in TE programs are 

needs analysis, genres, specificity and content knowledge. As indicated by 

researchers such as and Bhatia et al. (2011); Gollin-Kies et al. (2015), teachers 

need to be prepared to take the role of needs analysts by familiarising 

themselves with how NA is conducted, the pitfalls to avoid, the critical and 

contextual considerations to account for in this phase. Researchers such as and 

Basturkmen and Bocanegra-Valle (2018); Hüttner et al. (2009) also assert that 

teachers should be familiar with how to analyse disciplinary genres to 

understand their learners’ needs from disciplinary texts and to base their 

instruction on the discourses, norms, and conventions stemming from these 

specific disciplines. Additionally, TE programs need to sensitise the impact of 

aspects such as specificity and content knowledge on the ESP courses and how 
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to deal with them in light of their contextual conditions. In his autonomous 

training approach to transition from GE to ESP teaching, Chen (2000) found that 

disciplinary and pedagogical knowledge were essential in supporting his decision 

to resort to an adjunct courses approach and to implement case study analysis 

for its relevance to management.  

In practice, Basturkmen and Bocanegra-Valle (2018) observe that the absence 

of ESP teacher education in the context of their research caused teachers to 

overlook an important source (disciplinary coursebooks) from which they can 

derive disciplinary insights. Although the teachers in Basturkmen and 

Bocanegra-Valle’s study expressed confidence in dealing with ESP course 

aspects such as materials due to prolonged experience in the field, the 

researchers found that they lacked knowledge of how discoursal features can be 

taught in ESP courses, which resulted in opting to their traditional approaches to 

teaching these items. 

Additionally, the role played by disciplinary knowledge in ESP courses is a 

significant issue to be included in TE. By highlighting its essentiality I do not aim 

at disciplinary knowledge itself to be incorporated as an element in TE programs, 

simply because of the infeasibility of such aim (Basturkmen, 2014). It is essential 

for ESP teacher education programmes, however, to raise novice and 

experienced teachers’ awareness to the relationship between disciplinary 

knowledge and ESP courses, enabling teachers to reflect on such aspects in 

their instructional contexts in order to gain insights into how they can 

acknowledge this relationship in their teaching. For example, the inclusion of 

such aspects in ESP teacher education programs can lead teachers to 

acknowledge the significance of cooperation, collaboration, and consultation with 

disciplinary teachers to enhance some aspects of their teaching according to 

disciplinary norms and conventions (Belcher et al., 2011). Thus, TE programs 

should stress the value of teachers’ knowledge of disciplinary discourses, norms 

and conventions to enable them to conceptualize their notions of teaching and 

effectively employ these conceptualizations to enhance their instruction. In this 

respect, Basturkmen (2014, p. 24) identifies ‘practical experience with the 

population they [teachers] would teach, experience in working with subject 

experts’ as crucial aspects to be accounted for in ESP teacher education. Chen 

(2000); and Tao and Gao (2018) highlight the significance of being a member of 
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an academic community as a part of professional development. Exploring issues 

of disciplinary knowledge in the current study can yield interesting observations 

regarding how teachers in the context of IAB perceive the role and value of this 

form of knowledge in their ESP instruction and how their perceptions shape their 

ESP instructional plans. 

One more aspect to be included in ESP teacher education programs is related to 

the nature of teaching and learning experiences in ESP. Borg (2018) indicates 

that a gap between teachers’ linguistic abilities with which they start their 

instructional experience and those of the introduced curriculum poses a serious 

hazard that can impact the success of the learners’ learning. Belcher (2013); and 

Cheng (2011) claim that progression of the ESP course research is still a 

‘utopian goal’ because of the lack of emphasis on aspects of teaching, learning, 

and the ESP classrooms. Johnson (2016, p. 124) also clarifies that:  

an essential element of becoming a professional language teacher is 

gaining a deep understanding of the disciplinary knowledge that 

reflects the history and current debates that define what language is, 

how second languages are learned and how language can best be 

taught. However, this disciplinary knowledge is not the same kind of 

knowledge that teachers use to teach languages, nor is it the same 

kind of knowledge that learners use to learn languages.  

(Johnson, 2016, p. 124) 

Johnson’s statement yields some interesting points for discussion. First, it 

indicates that what is equally important to knowledge of language is a situated 

language knowledge, i.e. awareness of the differing nature of language and the 

approaches through which they are taught from one context to the other. For 

example, Crabbe (2003) explains that the frowned upon Grammar-translation 

approach in Europe might be effectively suitable to other contexts.  

Second, the statement illustrates that teachers need to learn about language and 

approaches, in addition to the means that makes these ideas teachable to 

learners, i.e. the differentiation between language-related terminology that allows 

teachers to navigate their fields and how they can be taught to learners. 

Conversely, some research (Forey and Cheung, 2019) demonstrated positive 

results of applying explicit teaching to learners in a Physical Education course in 
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the UK. In such discrepancy, it is the element of situatedness that can inform 

teacher educators of the suitability of one argument over the other. 

Also, and Borg (2015); Hyland (2013) assert that teachers need to be aware of 

their ‘hidden messages’ when providing feedback, as teachers can be 

instrumental in shaping learners’ conceptualizations of language learning. This 

means that teachers’ conceptualizations exert a considerable influence on the 

learners’ conceptualizations of learning. Additionally, teachers need to be familiar 

with how ESP pedagogy can be ‘transformative’ by offering ‘critical engagement’ 

instead of ‘passive transmission’ of discipline-specific content (Belcher, 2013; 

Morgan, 2009) that enables learners to express their voice whether in their 

current or future contexts. An important issue to denote here is that in order for 

teachers to effectively address these ‘transformative’ and ‘critical’ aspects in their 

ESP courses, they need to be aware of how these aspects can be properly 

implemented. As such, teachers need to experience these aspects in practice in 

order for them to recognise their value and impact on themselves and their 

learners. For example, Morgan (2009) contends through his study that engaging 

pre-service teachers in activities through which they reflected on their contexts 

and identified points of weaknesses was helpful in encouraging them to interact 

positively and to promote change. Morgan (2009) infers that the practical 

experiences in which his participants were engaged, including actions like 

corresponding with the president of TESOL to highlight problems and propose 

change, helped them to be conscious of contextual aspects which can be taken 

for granted. This in turn encouraged teachers to interact with these contextual 

aspects by proposing ways of bettering the current practice adopted in their 

contexts.  

Another example of an ESP teacher education program is provided by Hüttner et 

al. (2009), who identified their ‘theory-into-practice’ approach as among the key 

factors contributing to its success. Precisely, Hüttner et al. (2009) infer that by 

engaging their teacher learners in a practical implementation of ESP-related 

concepts such as academic genres and corpus linguistics, teacher learners were 

able to practise designing their own ESP courses and preparaing genre-based 

curriculums. This process allowed them to understand the discursive practices 

and discoursal features that can be prevalent in particular disciplines. Therefore, 

this increased the teacher learners’ sense of competence to be able to ‘act as 
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English language teaching professionals’, as well as other aspects such as 

autonomy, technological literacies, genre knowledge, pedagogy and 

methodology.  

Additionally, contextual factors can hinder instructional positive or innovative 

change. Thus, it is important that teachers are given the opportunity to engage in 

the problematization of such situations in order for them to be able to make 

agentive actions in their future situations. On such basis, and Borg (2011b); 

Farrell (2006) propose that guidance should be facilitated in TE programs on the 

significance of scrutinizing contexts to understand how potential situated factors 

that are relevant to learners, academe, or external community can either inform 

or hinder instructional practices.  

Put differently, the individuality of contexts in ESP and everchanging needs 

require teacher educators to take into account some conditions which should be 

achieved to create change and improve the teaching of ESP. Based on the 

reflections from the literature, these conditions involve:  

• Adopting the vision of preparing teachers who are responsive and open 

to change. 

• Encouraging teachers to acknowledge their role as a contributing factor 

to the success or failure of teaching. 

• Working with teachers who are prepared to navigate and work towards 

a more positive ESP teaching environment. 

As such, teacher learners then can learn to set realistic goals, expectations, and 

plans that harmonize with the conditions and conceptions of their own contexts.  

Section Two: Cognition and practice 

Research in the area of social sciences has placed an emphasis on cognitions, 

grappling with the links between individuals’ cognitions and practice. As pointed 

out by Borg (2003), cognitions are central constructs that help to understand how 

peoples’ thinking influences their behaviour and action. This section discusses 

the significance of teachers’ and learners’ conceptualisations of their language 

teaching and learning experiences and how these have an impact on their 

practices, attitudes and reactions towards their language experiences.  
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3.6 Teacher cognition 

Beliefs, and by extension cognitions, are ‘messy constructs’ that are difficult to 

define (Pajares, 1992). Borg (2015) identifies the ‘overwhelming array of 

concepts’ involved in the conceptualisation of cognitions, which contributed as a 

two-edged sword in both enriching a multifaceted problematisation of this 

complex construct and creating some confusions by assigning different 

interpretations to similar concepts. Various terms have been used to interpret 

teacher cognition (e.g. images, conceptions, case knowledge, knowing-in-action, 

orientations of teaching (See Borg, 2015). According to Verloop et al. (2001), the 

complexity of human cognition lies in the ‘inextricably intertwined’ nature of its 

constituting constructs. Additionally, debates illustrate discrepancies in the way 

these terms are explained; e.g. whether beliefs and knowledge can or cannot be 

identified as different constructs. As such, my opinion aligns with and Borg 

(2015); Pajares (1992) in the difficulty of identifying clear-cut parameters on 

which to base the distinction between beliefs and knowledge. Thus, beliefs and 

knowledge will be highlighted in this study as part of the overarching term 

teacher cognition, in which ‘the main focus of attention is on the complex totality 

of cognitions, the ways this develops, and the way this interacts with teacher 

behavior in the classroom’ (Verloop et al., 2001, p. 446). Accordingly, this section 

tackles discussions of the cognitive, contextual, and historical aspects pertaining 

to shaping teachers’ cognitions, including how teachers were taught, the training 

they have received and the contexts which influence their thinking and actions.    

According to Borg (2003, p. 81), attention to teacher cognition research was 

motivated by the acknowledgement of teachers as:  

active, thinking decision-makers who make instructional choices 

by drawing on complex, practically-oriented, personalised, and 

context-sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts, and beliefs.  

(Borg, 2003, p. 81) 

Consequently, a growing interest in this area began examining how teachers’ 

thinking guides their behaviour. Borg (2003, p. 81) defines teacher cognition as 

‘the unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching – what teachers know, 

believe, and think’. Cognition has also been defined by Sanchez and Borg (2014, 

p. 46) as ‘the networks of beliefs, knowledge, and thoughts which L2 teachers 

hold about all the aspects of their profession and draw on in their work’. As such, 
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the term cognition encompasses the beliefs, conceptualisations, and knowledge 

teachers have regarding instruction and the instructional experience. In this 

sense, the concepts underpinning teacher cognition allow me to view the 

teachers in this research as contributors to how the current educational contexts 

are shaped. By exploring their conceptualisations of their language teaching 

experiences, I can hopefully gain insights into the relationship between how the 

teachers perceive different aspects of their experiences, how these 

conceptualisations guide their actions and attitudes, and the perceived 

challenges which posed themselves in the face of the putting these 

conceptualisations into actions. 

As inferred by Sanchez and Borg (2014), both cognitive and contextual factors 

contribute to shaping a teacher’s practice. Beliefs have been described in the 

literature as constructs of an individual and affective nature. Motivations, 

attitudes, personal theories and depictions, and values are all embedded in 

these beliefs (Pajares, 1992). Moreover, beliefs are also culturally and 

contextually-bound. This means that teachers’ decisions in aspects of their 

courses are usually personalised to meet contextual requirements and 

challenges (Borg and Al-Busaidi, 2012). Put differently, these beliefs are formed 

and held by the individual but constructed and reconstructed by surrounding 

contextual conditions.  

Beliefs have also been characterised as ‘stated’ and ‘enacted’ (Borg, 2015). 

Stated beliefs consider what teachers articulate concerning their language 

instruction and are usually examined by interactional means such as interviews. 

Enacted beliefs are reflected in the teachers’ classroom practice; observation is 

a popular method of eliciting enacted beliefs. Since enacted beliefs are more 

practice-based, it involves researchers’ appraisals of these practices to portray 

these beliefs, therefore making them more challenging to elicit. For example, 

teachers’ practices might not be a reflection of what they believe in terms of the 

ideal image of instruction due to contextual factors. This means that beliefs vary 

in their degree of explicitness (Farrell and Lim, 2005); while some beliefs are 

explicit to the teacher and thus are easier to articulate, other beliefs are implicit 

and difficult to express. 

Beliefs both impact and are impacted by teachers’ practices and decisions 

regarding aspects of the teaching and learning experiences such as course 
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preparation, use of approaches and strategies and teacher-learner relationship 

(Bernat et al., 2009; Farrell and Yang, 2019; Sanchez and Borg, 2014). 

Research illustrates the reciprocal influence between teacher cognition and other 

factors such as previous teaching and learning experiences, the degree and 

quality of TE attained to prepare and maintain their professional skills and 

competencies, and the context in which the teaching and learning experiences 

occur (Borg, 2015; Farrell, 2012). Teacher beliefs are ideas which help teachers 

conceptualise their instruction and accordingly organise their instructional plans. 

For this, teachers’ beliefs are seen to be ‘deep-seated’  (Trinder, 2013), rooted in 

their encountered realities (Phipps and Borg, 2009), and resistant to change 

(Borg, 2015). 

There is a clear paucity of research in ESP teacher cognition. This is surprising 

considering that the nature of classroom experiences is different in context and 

content from ones which can be found in GE courses. For example, few studies 

such as and Atai and Nejadghanbar (2017); Wu and Badger (2009) explored the 

strategies used by ESP teachers based on cognitive and contextual 

considerations. A notable finding in both studies,, for example is teachers’ 

resorting to their previous experiences as teachers and learners to deal with 

critical situations in the classroom. Furthermore, and due to the lack of 

preparation for ESP teachers which leads to challenges in nurturing their ESP 

teacher identity, teachers become attached to textbooks in their instruction, 

which, as indicated by Anthony (1997), implicates lacking abilities to deal with 

their ESP teaching roles and duties.  

In terms of knowledge, there is a debate concerning the knowledge-based 

territories of ESP teachers and how much disciplinary knowledge they should 

attain. While some researchers acknowledge that attaining disciplinary 

knowledge is not among the duties of ESP teachers (Hutchinson and Waters, 

1987), others indicate that disciplinary knowledge constitutes an integral enabler 

for teachers to be able to fulfil their specific instructional mission, and that due to 

technological advancements, teachers are now in better positions to educate 

themselves in disciplinary aspects to be able to achieve their various roles in the 

ESP enterprise (Hyland, 2006; Wette and Hawken, 2016). Hyland (2013, p. 186) 

cautions that:  
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by detaching academic literacy from disciplinary beliefs and 

practices, both learners and teachers may come to see literacy 

practices as autonomous, abstract and beyond students’ control 

and thus to see communication difficulties as learners’ own 

weaknesses.  

(Hyland, 2013, p. 186) 

This in turn implicates that a teacher’s cognition needs to be taken into account 

whether in ESP teacher preparation or course design because of its significant 

impact on the outcome of the teaching and learning experiences. As such, the 

exploration of teachers’ views of issues pertaining to ESP such as its 

fundaments and value in the investigated context allows me to build an 

understanding of how such conceptualizations contribute to their instructional 

choices and influences the trajectories of their ESP courses.  

3.6.1 Teacher knowledge and language awareness 

With respect to teachers’ knowledge, there is a debate regarding the nature of 

teaching abilities, i.e. whether teaching abilities are naturally possessed or 

learned (Goodwin, 2010, Jourdenais, 2009 ). That is, some researchers consider 

teaching an innate skill which some teachers naturally possess, therefore not 

needing pedagogical knowledge to establish their instructional abilities. Others 

hold the consideration of the attainment of teaching skills as a complex journey 

which teachers should undergo and which requires pedagogical and 

methodological knowledge to facilitate their instructional missions.  

This in turn leads to another form through which teacher knowledge is identified 

in the literature - knowledge as attained via formal professional channels such as 

TE official courses and other less formalised and casually experiential means of 

knowledge attainment (Fenstermacher, 1994). In this respect, Andrews (2007) 

points to the dominant beliefs about the nature of instruction as a significant 

instigator of the knowledge base that teachers are expected to attain. For 

example, the shift in language instruction from the more traditionally systematic 

approaches to CLT led to similar shifts in the nature of knowledge teachers were 

expected to hold, e.g. CLT compatible skills such as facilitating communicative 

events for learners or moderating pair and group work (Fenstermacher, 1994). 

Thus, tensions and shifts in the conceptualisation of language teaching helps to 

transform the type of knowledge required or expected from teachers.  
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As a consequence to the above discussion, Goodwin (2010) perceives teaching 

as more than an ‘imitative process’ of what previous teachers think, know, and 

do in their classrooms, but rather as an agentive and conscious process in which 

teachers should be aware of the intricacies of their contexts to be able to 

navigate their way in their classrooms and to be able to take sound pedagogical 

decisions. In more detail, Meijer et al. (2001, p. 171) conceptualise teacher 

knowledge as:  

• Personal, i.e. teachers’ instructional knowledge is distinctive and 

individual.  

•  Subjective or conditioned with the ecological conditions in which the 

instruction occurs, i.e. can both impact and be impacted by contextual 

conditions.  

• Experiential, i.e. it is impacted by the previous and current experiences 

teachers undergo during their teaching.  

• Implicit, i.e. teachers’ held knowledge is often difficult to construe.  

• Exerting influence on instructional practices.  

(Meijer et al., 2001, p. 171) 

Through her framework which emphasises the consideration of personal, 

contextual, pedagogical, sociological, and social domains, Goodwin (2010) also 

asserts that what teachers know can be a significant shaper of the teaching and 

learning experiences. This in turn highlights the need for preparing teachers by 

equipping them with toolkits which allows them to be ‘architects of change’ in 

curricular developments rather than merely ‘implementers’ of pre-defined 

curricular entities (Goodwin, 2010).  

Additionally, preparing teachers to acknowledge the complexity of their 

knowledge systems and their perspectives regarding language teaching and 

learning as well as their learners’ is an essential ingredient to attain a successful 

and a contextualised educational experience. This in turn, as indictaed by 

Andrews (2007);  and Johnson (2016), makes training models in which abstract 

knowledge is learned in TE programs deficient in serving important principles 

such as agentive behaviour, critical thinking, and reflective teaching.    

Andrews (2007) affirms the complexity of the relationship between teachers’ 

knowledge and their classroom practices. Such complexity makes the exclusive 

emphasis on the subject matter knowledge as the key type of knowledge to be 
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attained by language teachers seem simplistic. Andrews (2007) indicates that 

issues, such as the teachers’ ability to communicate intended meaning with their 

learners and teachers’ consideration of where their learners currently stand in 

terms of their linguistic proficiency, are crucial aspects to consider in the area of 

teacher knowledge. All these aspects of knowledge and awareness, as indicated 

by Andrews (2007); and Borg (2015), have an impact on the teachers’ 

understanding and fulfilment of their instructional duties, i.e. how they handle the 

different aspects in the course, such as learners’ engagement or curricular 

issues.  

With respect to ESP, teachers need to be aware that knowledge or language 

awareness is not only about acquiring a set of linguistic items to be used in 

future professional settings. Knowledge and language awareness in ESP also 

entails attaining the competence of language use in professional settings in way 

that would enable learners, as future language users, to integrate successfully in 

their professional communities. In the area of CLIL (Content and Language 

Integrated Learning) which shares some conceptual links with ESP, Coyle et al. 

(2010, p. 44) state that:  

The CLIL teachers’ own awareness of the vehicular language 

and the need to analyse the language carefully and 

systematically cannot be underestimated. The need to appreciate 

the learning demands in the vehicular language requires either 

an in-depth understanding of that language by the CLIL teacher 

or collaboration between the CLIL teacher and the language 

teacher.   

(Coyle et al., 2010 , p. 44) 

According to the discussion provided by Coyle et al. (2010), teachers of specific 

language genres are left with the challenging and further perplexing scenario in 

which the teachers’ need to be prepared to analyse disciplinary language-related 

aspects seems mandatory for them to understand what they teach to be able to 

teach it. Teachers in this case are also left with a challenging scenario in which 

they have to be knowledgeable in two different areas - the language and its 

pertaining aspects as well as the scientific domain and its relevant concerns. 

Also, teachers involved in the teaching of specific discipline-related courses need 

language awareness which transcends the systematic knowledge of language to 
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encompass other issues such as construing learners’ disciplinary needs and and 

knowledge of the requirement of designing suitable learning tasks and materials. 

This, as Basturkmen (2017) indicates, requires teachers’ understanding of 

disciplinary knowledge to be able to deliver targeted discipline-related lessons or 

achieve discipline-related goals rather than focus on the teaching of disciplinary 

language. 

3.7 Language learner beliefs  

Beliefs have an impact on learners’ interpretations of their language learning 

experiences, consequently impacting their actions in the classrooms. As posited 

by Barcelos and Kalaja (2011), when learners’ beliefs become ‘mediational 

means’ by which they filter their course experiences, they can be either a 

boosting or inhibiting factor to their learning. This is because learners’ beliefs of 

language learning impact how they construe and react towards other individuals 

(teachers and peers), assigned tasks and activities, and course materials. 

Therefore, learners’ beliefs can be an indicative exploratory means through 

which actions can be understood in the current study. 

Learners’ beliefs have been described from different perspectives in the 

literature. In the first perspective, researchers acknowledge the resistant nature 

of belief change (Peacock, 2001b; Trinder, 2013). Peacock (2001) and Trinder 

(2013) recommend that beliefs should be dealt with before learners embark on 

new experiences because of their potential influence on their learning. and Ellis 

(2008); Mercer (2011) argue from a different perspective and posit that beliefs 

are resilient and subject to change. However, a wide consensus in learner beliefs 

research, including the above researchers, concede to the ‘dynamic, complex’, 

‘contradictory’ and ‘multifaceted’ nature of beliefs as a result of internal and 

external forces which contribute to shape these beliefs (Barcelos and Kalaja, 

2011, p. 282; Ellis, 2008; Trinder, 2013). Researchers highlight the situatedness 

of learners’ beliefs and the impact of contextual factors in shaping and 

consolidating these beliefs. and Mercer (2011); Pajares (1992) for instance 

suggest that the impact of learners’ previous learning experiences in schools can 

have a major role in shaping their beliefs regarding their current language 

learning experiences.  

Barcelos and Kalaja (2011, p. 282) point out that the contextual perspective of 

scrutinising learners’ beliefs helps to attract attention to ‘how beliefs develop, 



 89 

fluctuate and interact with actions, emotions, identities or affordances and how 

they are constructed within the micro- and macro-political contexts of learning 

and teaching languages’. Holme and Chalauisaeng (2006, p. 405) also indicate 

that ‘the students’ individually and culturally shaped predispositions fashion their 

modes of learning’. Accordingly, the exploration of beliefs experienced a shift 

from researching the ‘what’ aspects which were usually elicited quantitatively 

(See for example Horwitz’s (1985, 1988) BALLI survey (Cited in Peacock, 

2001b), to gain insights into the complexities, changes, and conflicts which 

contribute to shaping beliefs. Departing from the premise of these arguments, 

the essentiality of acknowledging the learners’ conceptualisations of their 

learning experiences and the role of these conceptualisations in guiding their 

behaviour in the ESP courses becomes a significant aspect to explore in the 

context of the current study. 

Beliefs need to be examined through qualitative and naturalistic methods which 

allow participants to engage in a narrative of their conceptualisations of a specific 

topic. Mercer (2011) states that her use of unstructured interviews in an inductive 

approach which helped her to acknowledge the complexity of human beliefs and 

to better understand what it means to be an ‘expert’ language learner. As such, 

learners’ beliefs are now examined not only from their psychological aspects, but 

also as constructs which are situated in their unique contexts. This means that 

the recent approaches to studying these beliefs acknowledge them as ideas 

which are shaped and reshaped through the interactions of individuals in their 

contexts. 

In a statement which reflects the value of considering learners’ views in the 

development of the ESP course, Belcher (2004) posit that sometimes ‘the most 

significant subject-area resources in an ESP class are the class members 

themselves’. Additionally, Long (2005, p. 3) states that:  

learners are far more active and cognitively-independent participants 

in the acquisition process than is assumed by the erroneous belief that 

what you teach is what they learn, and when you teach it is when they 

learn it. 

(Long, 2005, p. 3) 

Thus, statements such as the above reflect learners as primary assets whose 

thinking and knowledge should be utilised for the benefit of the ESP courses. 
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However, studies in which learners’ beliefs are considered in such manner are 

extremely scarce in ESP. This is probably due to the scarcity of ‘learner-centred’ 

research in the field in general (Belcher, 2013; Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011) as 

well as the prevalent depiction of the insufficient knowledge learners hold of their 

target discipline compared to other stakeholders such as language and 

disciplinary teachers or course designers. 

Benesch (2001) cautions against treating learners as ‘neophytes’ who lack the 

knowledge and the experience to contribute in the ESP course design. Through 

studying the learners’ identity formation in an EAP setting, Belcher and Lukkarila 

(2011) identify the value of gaining insights into the learners’ conceptualisations 

of the language learning experiences as a proxy to understanding how 

practitioners can best address these conceptualisations in their instruction. 

Similarly, Liu et al. (2011) emphasise the need for ESP course designers to 

incorporate learners’ views in their design agendas for better motivation and 

engagement. For instance, in the study of Galloway and Rose (2013), learners’ 

realizations of  their needs as more globally-oriented and ELF-influenced were 

hampered by teachers’ contrasting beliefs who assigned a greater value to NES 

models of language use. The research of Charles (2012); and Lee and Swales 

(2006) in which they engaged their learners in a ‘DIY’ corpus compilation 

experience indicate that learners’ attitudes towards their EAP courses were 

positive due to its congruence with their conceptualisation of a tertiary language 

learning experience which usually involves autonomous quest for knowledge. 

Based on this research, it can be inferred that understanding learners’ beliefs 

about their tertiary learning experience is an integral constituent in the success of 

the ESP experience. Gaining insights into how learners conceptualise their 

language learning experience, what language means to them and how they 

perceive its benefit in their current and future destinations can help enhance their 

experiences by considering these views in the practitioners’ instructional 

agendas.    

3.8 Relationship between cognition and practice   

Phipps and Borg (2009) assert that in order to understand what happens in 

language classrooms and the nature of the decisions implemented by language 

teachers, it is crucial for researchers in this area to understand the nature of the 

cognitions these teachers hold. In a similar vein, Woods (1996, p. 184) claims 
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that ‘the teachers’ beliefs, assumptions and knowledge play an important role in 

how the teacher interprets events related to teaching (both in preparation for the 

teaching and in the classroom), and thus effect the teaching decisions that are 

ultimately made’. As such, it is paramount to consider the relationship between 

cognition and practice when researching teachers and pedagogy. This is 

because this relationship can exert implications on issues in the educational 

enterprise, such as the ecology of the classroom and the preparation of the 

language teachers in TE programs as it contributes to providing insights into how 

teachers make decisions in their classrooms and what issues pertain to the 

decision-making step.   

Given the complexity of the relationship between cognition and practice, as 

acknowledged by many researchers (Basturkmen, 2012; Farrell and Kun, 2008; 

Sanchez and Borg, 2014), this relationship can be described as coactive and 

bidirectional. That is, cognition can be guided and shaped by the human 

behaviour and behaviour can be guided by human cognition (Borg, 2003; 2015; 

Phipps and Borg, 2009). For instance, teacher cognition can be seen as an 

influencer on the teacher experiences and consequently their classroom 

decision-making. Pajares (1992,p. 45) states that ‘beliefs are the best predictors 

of individual behaviour’. In this sense, it can be contended that the practices 

which teachers view as successful or effective shape their views regarding the 

nature of teaching, learning, and classroom experiences. This in turn sheds the 

spotlight on practices as a significant shaper of cognitive aspects in the teachers’ 

educational experiences.   

Another distinction in the study of cognition and practice can be demonstrated in 

the exploration of whether cognition and practice are converging or diverging, 

and how such relationship can influence the educational experiences in a given 

context. For example, Farrell and Kun (2008), who explore learners’ use of 

Singlish (A colloquial form of English recognised in Singapore) in the classroom, 

provided inferences regarding the compatibility of teachers’ classroom practices 

with their beliefs about language instruction. Olson and Singer (1994) also 

demonstrated convergences between their beliefs about the teaching and 

learning of reading and their classroom practices. Farrell and Kun (2008), 

however, identified less of a corresponding relationship and found that there 

were some discrepancies between teachers’ beliefs regarding grammar teaching 
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and their practices and how such discrepancy sheds its light on teachers’ 

motivation towards their instructional experiences. 

Ng and Farrell (2003) also illustrate a mismatch between their teacher 

participant’s beliefs and practices with respect to error correction. Theriot and 

Tice (2009) also conclude that unanticipated situations that occur in the 

classroom can be an instigator to some divergences between teachers’ beliefs 

and practices. The concepts provided in the above discussion are valuable to the 

current study as they can contribute to the understanding of the nature of the 

cognitions illustrated by the teachers and learners, how they correspond or 

diverge from their practices, and how they can shape the educational 

experiences at the context of IAB.  

Alongside the cognition-practice consistencies and discrepancies, studies in the 

literature also pointed to the complexity of the human factor involved in this 

domain, illustrating the ranging levels of congruence and tension among 

individuals in a given context (Basturkmen and Bocanegra-Valle, 2018, Farrell 

and Lim, 2005; Ng and Farrell, 2003; Phipps and Borg, 2009; Sanchez and Borg, 

2014). As such, as stated by Phipps and Borg (2009, p. 388), research in this 

area should ‘explore, acknowledge, and understand the underlying reasons’ that 

surround and shape such relationship, rather than only seeking to explore 

whether it is a positive or negative relationship.   

Researchers also assert the impact of the contextual conditions on the cognition-

practice relationship. For example, Potari and Georgiadou–Kabouridis (2009) 

and Theriot and Tice (2009) infer that the institutional policies in their contexts, 

which were rather restrictive, resulted in a teacher’s lack of motivation towards 

their instructional experiences, especially when perceiving the inconsistency 

between what they teach and what they conceptualise as successful instruction 

in their contexts. The teachers in the study of Phipps and Borg (2009) also 

identify contextual factors like their learners’ proficiency level and expectations of 

the language course as important factors on which teachers based their 

decisions to present a decontextualized and teacher-centred form of grammar 

instruction.  

Another issue which is important to consider when construing the cognition-

practice relationship is the individuals’ interpretations of their contextual aspects 

which can impact how they navigate through their instructional experiences. In 
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this respect, Sanchez and Borg (2014) discuss the concept of Teacher 

Constructed Context, which not only entails the consideration of the contextual 

factors themselves (e.g. learners’ social categories, as demonstrated in the 

current study), but also how teachers conceptualise these factors and their 

impact on the educational experiences (e.g. teachers’ perceptions of their 

learners’ social categories in the current study). Since the present study seeks to 

understand the reality as experienced by the teachers and learners in their 

context, this concept becomes important to allow me to understand how teachers 

and learners construe the contextual factors which they perceive as influential on 

their educational experiences. 

3.9 Identifying the gap 

After reviewing the literature, some gaps are identified which this research 

hopefully contributes to addressing:  

• Issues of social categories are significantly underrepresented in ESP research. 

This is quite surprising in light of the growing attention to contextual influences 

pertaining to academic contexts in general, and ESP in particular. Additionally, 

and as illustrated in Belcher (2006) and Kubota and Chiang (2013), most of the 

discussion in this area tackles ESP in social scenes such as facilitating refugees’ 

integrations into new societies. This study accounts for a different perspective of 

the problematisation of these issues in the ESP course. The present study 

demonstrates the different possible ways social categories can shape teachers’ 

and learners’ attitudes towards their ESP experiences, and their perceptions of 

ESP-related aspects such as needs and curriculum. 

• The role of management in the ESP course is still unclear and unacknowledged 

in ESP. As pointed by researchers like  and Gillett (2016); Hyland (2009), 

management approaches play a significant role in facilitating teachers’ 

instructional missions and encouraging innovations. The present study explores 

how management’s approaches can contribute to shaping the teachers’, and 

consequently learners’, experience in ESP courses.     

• TE in GE settings is depicted as under-researched. In ESP, this matter is even 

more scarce (Basturkmen, 2017; Chen, 2000; Ding and Bruce, 2017). Designing 

a proper ESP teacher education program is crucial to inform teachers of 

important concepts such as what it takes for teachers to transition from GE to 

ESP backgrounds and what types of knowledge they need to be qualified for 

their specific instructional mission. The program additionally should stem from 
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the experiences, attitudes, and situations which ESP teachers can encounter for 

them to be aware of these issues upon their beginning of their teaching 

experiences. This study delves into the impact of TE and professional 

development on the ESP teacher experiences in their courses.  

• Teachers’ and learners’ conceptualisations of their language teaching and 

learning experiences are similarly scarce in the literature (Barcelos and Kalaja, 

2011; Borg, 2015). At the same time, the impact of these conceptualisations in 

shaping the teaching and learning experiences in a given context is emphasised 

by these researchers, as well as many others. This study hopefully contributes to 

the concerned literature by building an understanding of the teachers’ and 

learners’ conceptualisations of their teaching and learning experiences in the 

ESP courses, and by triangulating teachers’ and learners’ views to build a wider 

depiction of the investigated context.  
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4 Methodology  

This chapter focuses on the methods and strategies used to identify the 

teachers’ and students’ views regarding the ESP courses at IAB, and how these 

views impact their teaching and learning experiences. The research questions 

and the process of data collection and analysis are described in this chapter, as 

well as issues concerning methodology including design, sampling techniques, 

pilot study, and the ethical concerns that have an impact on the research and the 

findings presented in later chapters. 

4.1 Research questions 

What makes a research question worthy of scrutiny is its ability to nurture the 

healthy quest of curious researchers striving to learn more about aspects 

relevant to their fields of knowledge (Symonds and Gorard, 2010). The aim of 

this study was to explore ESP courses through the eyes of its main stakeholders, 

learners and teachers; the experiences of teaching and learning in these 

courses; and how these experiences are shaped by the conditions of their 

current situation. As such, the study aims to address the following questions: 

1. What are the views of the teachers and learners regarding their ESP 

experiences at IAB? 

2. What are the perceived factors that shape the ESP teaching and learning 

experiences at IAB? 

2.1 How do these factors shape the teaching and learning experiences at 

IAB?   

Before attempting to explore these questions, an understanding of the underlying 

concepts that drive the research should be demonstrated, as the philosophy 

underpinning the research will impact the subsequent choices made related to 

the research design, the data collected and the story told. 

4.2 Research approach 

Considering the philosophical and methodological aspects which form the 

research foundation and influence the paradigm in which the research takes 

place is crucial. This involves understanding some already established 

partnerships between paradigms and certain methodological approaches to 

research (Myers and Avison, 2002) as well as understanding the potentiality of 

overcoming these partnerships for innovative research. To help answer the 

research questions, the philosophical position taken by this study was that of 
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interpretivism. The adoption of interpretivism was appropriate for the current 

study for many reasons, amongst which is its suitability to qualitative research 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). This argument will be discussed in more detail in this 

section, alongside issues concerning the nature of the present study’s research 

philosophy and its partnership with qualitative research.  

4.2.1 Qualitative research: reflection on the current study   

This study took the form of a qualitative exploration (Braun and Clarke, 2013), 

necessitated by the need to understand the views of the teachers and learners 

as a gateway to understanding how these views can shape their ESP teaching 

and learning experiences. An in-depth demonstration of these views is crucial to 

the achievement of this goal, and a study of a qualitative exploratory nature in 

this case helps to effectively delve into these experiences.  

Braun and Clarke (2013, p. 21) identify qualitative research as ‘driven by a desire 

to know people’s own perspectives and meanings, to ‘get inside’ people’s heads 

as it were, and to prioritise them in reporting the research’. This, as maintained 

by Braun and Clarke, entails framing the data collection and analysis ‘around 

what is expressed’ by the investigated groups of stakeholders. In other words, 

this form of research views a social phenomenon ‘from the interior’ (Flick, 

2014a). In this sense, qualitative inquiry involves a certain level of engagement 

in the investigated context and interaction with its actors to be able to study 

aspects in the social phenomenon at hand. As such, an interesting aspect that 

led me to embark on a qualitative research is this situated nature in the social 

and contextual grounds.      

The value of qualitative research has experienced a shift to attract wider 

attention within the research community (Denzin et al., 2006; Flick, 2014a). 

While some members of the research community were less enthusiastic towards 

qualitative research because of the non-generalizable nature of its findings to 

other contexts (in comparison to quantitative research) and wider perceptions of 

what constitutes a ‘good’ research; this has changed in the last few decades 

(Denzin et al., 2006). Qualitative research enjoys a booming increase in many 

disciplines (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Flick, 2014b; Myers and Avison, 2002; 

Parker, 2014). Parker (2014, p. 14), for example, explains the merit of qualitative 

research in its ability to uncover entities of the ‘“black box” of organisational, 

institutional and strategic implementation practices and routines, welcoming and 
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engaging with their complexity and contextualisation’. Qualitative inquiry has 

better potential in capturing the complexities of human phenomena, including 

their convergences and divergences. This indicates a change from a 

generalization of positivist findings to a more and deeper elaborative exploration 

of the why and how of a social phenomenon. 

Qualitative research can address aspects of an educational setting which 

quantitative research is very unlikely to reach (Creswell and Poth, 2018). In this 

study for example, while statistical data can yield great findings regarding the 

number of learners that are or are not motivated towards the ESP courses, or the 

average number of teachers employing grammar-based teaching in their ESP 

courses, quantitative research has limited potential to provide us with the 

underlying contextual richness, such as the reasons for learners’ motivation or 

demotivation, or provide illustrative situations which can bare signals to the 

teachers attitudes towards different modes of instruction.  

Interestingly, and Braun and Clarke (2013); Silverman (2013) discuss the virtue 

of subjectivity in qualitative research, in the sense that it allows researchers to 

view their research topics and the world around them with a human rather than 

‘robotic' eye . Flick (2014b, p. 7) indicates that: 

qualitative research and data analysis are understood as a 

continuous process of constructing versions of reality. After all, 

the version of themselves that people present in an interview 

does not necessarily correspond to the version they would have 

given to a different researcher with a different research question. 

Researchers, who interpret the interview and present it as part of 

their findings, produce a new version of the whole.  

(Flick, 2014b, p. 7) 

A simplistic understanding of Flick’s excerpt would result into an impression of 

the researchers’ stance as hazardous to the rigor, validity and overall quality of 

their research. However, subjectivity comes as part and parcel of ‘our 

humanness’ (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Therefore, it is inherent and inevitable in 

qualitative research. This is because the very process of constructing knowledge 

is social in nature. Thus, the ‘human’ eye indicated above naturally entails the 

researcher’s involvement in the research. This does not assume a random 

approach to research; Seale et al. (2004) nevertheless call for ‘a general 
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framework’ to guide the researchers through conducting their research as a form 

of quality control. Although this subjectivity is acknowledged as inherent in 

qualitative research, researchers should be aware of what they bring to their 

research, e.g. through their values, historical knowledge, convictions, through 

employing reflexive practices.  

Due to some of the discussed principles such as subjectivity and multiplicity of 

perceived realities, I believe that it is crucial for qualitative researcher to take 

careful measures to ensure that the perceptions of the actors involved in the 

research have been reported honestly and truthfully, and that the findings are 

scrutinized to be representative of the targeted social context. Reflexive 

measures help to mitigate the ethical issues that can arise from qualitative 

research, such as the relationship between the researcher and researched, or 

how researchers deal with power relationships between teachers and learners 

during participant recruitment, as well as help to acknowledge the researcher as 

being inseparable from the research (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Reflexivity will 

be explained in more detail in a separate section in this chapter. 

4.2.2 Philosophical considerations  

The view undertaken in this research accords with Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) 

interpretive view in which qualitative inquiry is seen as a subjective narrative of 

the perceived reality of the social actors in a specific context. This view provided 

me with the foundation from which I understand the research area, research 

questions, and methodology, as well as processes of data collection and 

analysis. In short, this view served as a roadmap for the research journey that 

guides researchers’ beliefs and informs their decisions.  

Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991, p. 14) state that the purpose of conducting 

interpretive research is:  

to understand how members of a social group, through their 

participation in social processes, enact their particular realities 

and endow them with meaning, and to show how these 

meanings, beliefs, and intentions of the members help to 

constitute their actions.  

(Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991, p. 14) 
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In this sense, interpretivism leans towards the conceptualization of knowledge as 

socially constructed (Goldkuhl, 2012). This conceptualization aims at 

enlightening and illuminating the concerned audience through understanding 

what underlies the conducted actions.  

Interpretivism is a worldview in which meaning is created, exchanged and 

negotiated among the social actors through their interaction in their social world. 

Hammersley (2012) indicates that in interpretive studies, the understanding of 

human activities, individual or collective, lies in our understanding of their thought 

processes and mentalities. Thus, constructs in this case gain their meaning, 

significance, and value from the interpretation and understating of the meaningful 

events generated by these actors. The natural world in which these constructs 

are situated is therefore seen as the habitat within which the social world exists 

through the interaction of its actors (Szyjka, 2012). In the current research, the 

course itself and the constituents of the course, be it the syllabus, textbooks, 

assessment, and grading, or any other resource, are not the main research foci. 

The focus is to consider these constituents and interpret them through the lens of 

the acting stakeholders in this learning context, i.e. the teachers’ and learners’ 

understanding of how they see these factors and how impactful these factors are 

on their experiences. Based on such understanding of interpretive inquiry, the 

context of the ESP courses in this research is multi-layered and complex (Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2000). Every social grouping in this context is unique because they 

view the teaching and learning experience from a different perspective 

depending on their position in the context (Flick, 2014b). Views, emotions, and 

reactions are generated from the interaction of these social groupings (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013). Thus, actors in such social groupings colour their contexts 

with their own versions of perceived realities and consequently create their 

meanings through their perceptions and resultant interactions. Their reactions to 

these contextual encounters are very much relying on their own understanding 

and view of their contexts. For this reason, gaining a rich understanding of this 

context and opting for a thorough exploration is required through the eyes of 

these acting agents.  

Moreover, interpretivists are more concerned with the understanding of particular 

social phenomenon than to introduce generalisable or ‘universal’ theories (Willis, 

2007). Interpretivist research seeks to engage the audience in the complexity of 
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the investigated phenomena and entails displaying knowledge that attracts the 

attention of the readers and helps sensitize issues surrounding a given context. 

This argument also proposes the issue of the researcher’s role in interpretive 

research, acknowledging them as another impacting human factor in the 

research (Willis, 2007). In interpretive research, meanings are subjective to the 

eyes of the observer, i.e. researcher (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Willis, 2007). 

Meaning in this sense is understood through the interaction between the 

researcher and the researched. Thus, the researcher and participants are ‘co-

producers of meaningful data’ (Goldkuhl, 2012). It is then the researcher’s role to 

understand and interpret these viewpoints and make sense from these 

meanings. In such types of inquiry, researchers therefore cannot be viewed as 

impartial from their research projects (Szyjka, 2012). Following this line, my own 

view of the world can shape the course of the research. For example, my 

positionality in the context of the research, as a Kuwaiti citizen, a female, a 

speaker of Arabic, and a previous staff member in the investigated institution can 

have an impact on my research decisions such as the choice of an exploratory 

inductive design, the broadness of the research questions, the nature of reading 

in the literature, and reaching to decisions concerning the data collection and 

analysis. 

Additionally, this form of research centralizes the role of the social actors as well 

as the role of the context in the meaning-making process. Given that realities 

from an interpretivist viewpoint are socially constructed from the interactions of 

the social actors, then these realities are multiple, dynamic, and liable to change 

with the changing contextual conditions (Ritchie et al., 2014). Views of the 

members of the researched context can be subjective and multiple (Creswell and 

Poth, 2018). These actors express their own versions of perceived realities, 

depending on their own understanding of the world around them, and on other 

contextual conditions such as amount of knowledge or power among or across 

these groups (Flick, 2014b). For example, the students would share an 

understanding of the ESP value to them, which can be different from the 

teachers’ understanding of this value to their learners. The same variances can 

occur within individuals in the social groups, teachers or learners, due to their 

positions and condition in their own experienced worlds. This can be depending 

on where individuals and groups stand on the academic hierarchy, as well as 
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their perceptions of the potential professional communities which the learners 

would join after graduation.  

This principle which identifies perceived reality as multiple and that the world 

does not consist of a single reality would allow me to respect and bring the views 

of the relevant participants together in order to make sense and represent the 

context and what the insiders perceive to be happening (Braun and Clarke, 

2013). More closely, this versatility would illuminate me as a researcher to 

explore how the involved stakeholders think, why they think in such a way, and 

how would such thinking impact the current research context. Although the 

difficulty of interpreting such complex social reality is acknowledged (Silverman, 

2013), all convergences and divergences between the social actors involved, 

including opposing and uncontested views, will richly help portray the picture with 

all its complexities and multi-layered aspects.  

In short, by adopting an interpretivist perspective to research, the context of the 

study can be seen as an interactive site with views that are subjective to their 

owners. Teachers and students, their own understanding of the world around 

them and of the context in which the teaching and learning experiences occur, as 

well as their resultant generated interactions contribute to constant meaning-

making processes. The creation of these meanings is a mutable process in 

which these social actors negotiate and revisit their social realities, contributing 

to shape their context in a unique way. It is my role as the researcher in this 

study to untangle all these complex meanings, to make sense of the context from 

the perceived views of its enacting agents and to tell their story as accurately as 

possible.   

4.2.3 Design 

The research design serves as the guide for the researcher that explains the 

work plan and steps of the research (Bryman, 2015). It can be considered as a 

configuration process of the practical phase of the research including the choice 

and execution of data collection and analysis. Determining a suitable design is a 

very complex step in qualitative research. In his attempt to demarcate the 

landscape of qualitative research, Flick (2014b, p. 3) states that ‘anyone 

interested in the current state and development of qualitative data analysis will 

find a field which is constantly growing and becoming less structured’. Although 

this remark seems to be somehow pessimistic to some, it seems to bare a 
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deeper and more interesting issue; the diversification of qualitative research 

design, allowing more space for researchers to answer their research questions 

in a multiplicity of ways. Seale et al. (2004, p. 6) postulate that ‘a framework is 

not helpful if it does not encourage principled choices that have consequences 

for research practice; it would be a series of empty platitudes without this 

consequence’. It is definitely not my intention, or that of the quoted authors as 

they state, to undermine the value of a framework guiding research. However, 

the idea to highlight here is that the value of a framework lies in its meaningful 

guidance towards a certain aim formulated for the research. Seale et al. (2004, 

p. 11) assert that  

instead of forcibly applying abstract methodological rules to 

contingent situations, the research situation is placed in a 

position of dialogue with methodological rules. 

(Seale et al., 2004, p. 11) 

The main aim of adopting such ideas in this research is to  

consciously honour the contextualised meanings inherent in the 

data as best as possible, without looking for any anticipated or 

preconceived patterns.  

(Mercer, 2011, p. 61)  

In the current research, I felt that a ‘less structured’ (Flick, 2014b) inductive 

inquiry would be liberating and enable me to gain a better insight into the data. 

Another argument provided by some researchers is that structures and 

frameworks can sometimes contribute in pre-empted findings (Denzin et al., 

2006), especially when treated in the form of ‘cookbook knowledge’ (Seale et al., 

2004, p. 2). Flick (2014b) concludes that maintaining a balance between 

implementing systematic guidelines throughout the research and a ‘transparent’ 

approach towards data analysis provides fertile grounds for creativity. Braun and 

Clarke (2013) also maintain that in some forms of wide-scoped qualitative 

research, theories of social knowledge are situated in the data. In other words, a 

researcher delves into the data to theorize inductively, rather than producing 

hypotheses that need testing or gauging the prominence of certain theoretical 

concepts in the investigated context.  
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The arguments demonstrated here were among the reasons for my decision to 

opt for this form of qualitative exploration. More explicitly, the grounds on which I 

stand in this discussion stemmed from my belief that the data should portray a 

picture of what is happening in the investigated context from the viewpoints of its 

actors, and not a portrait of predetermined theoretical criteria in which these 

views are moulded. Such approach demonstrated its benefit for the current 

study. In my design of the data collection tools, I have tried to incorporate all the 

possible concepts and elements that could have a potential impact on the ESP 

courses at IAB, e.g. learner-learner interaction, teacher-learner interaction, 

positive or negative classroom practices, course materials, needs analysis. This 

decision to include relevant concepts in the data collection tools was inspired by 

my reading of literature which was informed and prioritised through my previous 

experience in the investigated context. Data analysis however yielded some data 

that were not anticipated, e.g. gender issues and ESP-related cognitions. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) present a typology of what is explained above 

demonstrated in the ‘tight’ vs. ‘loose’ research designs. While tight and highly 

structured designs are beneficial for research targeting specific findings and 

maintaining the researcher's focus on specific aspects in the data, loose and 

open designs allow for more creativity in viewing and analysing the collected 

data. It is even effective in ‘accommodating unanticipated ideas expressed by 

participants’ (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p. 24). Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 17) 

maintain that some qualitative researchers ‘consider social processes to be too 

complex, too relative, too elusive, or too exotic to be approached with explicit 

conceptual frames or standard instruments’. This provides a justification for my 

choice to opt for a ‘loose’ design for this research. I believe that researching 

individuals’ views and experiences is too complex to be captured by a strict 

research design. I believe in providing myself with a free space to experience the 

data with all its details, to immerse in it, and to base my choices of data 

collection and analytical tools based on their appropriateness of the research 

topic, questions and the fact that they would hopefully lead me to reach the 

complex picture which truly reflects the context. Therefore, my study undertook a 

loose qualitative exploratory approach in the sense described in the above liberal 

arguments.   
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4.3 Research setting 

As part of the rich description adopted in this research, this section illustrates the 

immediate setting in which this research takes place, and the conditions 

surrounding the ESP courses at IAB. It should be noted, however, that only a 

brief demonstration of the context will be provided in this section due to issue of 

anonymity. 

The investigated institution, with the pseudonym IAB, is a vocational college 

which offers a 2-year diploma degree for learners in various disciplines; 

management, administration, accounting, banking, law, and computing. This 

college operates under the general goal of supplying the Kuwaiti labour market 

with staff to serve in jobs of a technical nature. 

The Department of English at IAB is part of a larger structure (the Language 

Center, LC) which is responsible for English language departments in five 

different colleges. Although the LC adopts an overall centralised management 

approach, the departments, however, enjoy a considerable degree of autonomy 

in decisions related to internal affairs. The LC is mainly concerned with inter-

departmental issues such as facilitating committees, course schedules, 

placement tests. 

IAB’s English Department implements a language program that comprises two 

introductory GE courses serving remedial purposes, and five ESP courses; two 

common-core and three specific courses targeting Law, Computing, and 

Business Correspondence. The program’s structure is demonstrated in Figure 

4.1 below.  
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Figure 4.1 Structure of English language program at IAB 

No elaborate statement of mission or vision of the department is provided on the 

departmental website. However, and according to the LC main website, LC 

generally focuses on helping learners with their language proficiency and aims to 

equip learners with the professional skills they need to function successfully in 

their future professional environments. Some concepts were highlighted in the 

statement of the LC’s mission and vision such as emphasising learner 

empowerment and teacher collaborations.  

Generally, tertiary-level institutions in Kuwait adopt an independent policy-

making approach, thus every institution is responsible for the organisation of the 

different aspects pertaining the educational enterprise. As such, opportunities of 

TE and PD at IAB are initiated and planned locally by the management of IAB. 

As indicated by Abedeen (2015), and highlighted by the teachers in the present 

study, pre- and in-service TE opportunities in the area of ESP are either 

completely missing or deficient. In general, IAB requires higher academic 

qualifications for the recruitment of ESP teachers, i.e. Master or doctoral 

degrees. However, these qualifications are not necessarily specialised in the 

field of ESP and more focused on GE-related fields of language education like 

TESOL or ELT. Additionally, the in-service PD opportunities are usually initiated 

and organised by a PD center which serves all specialisations in the institution. 

Therefore, ESP does not always come as a priority in such context. Also, 
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although the language center in the institution organises some PD events 

specifically for language teachers such as workshops or webinars, ESP does not 

always occupy a significant portion of these events. Thus, teachers usually enter 

their ESP teaching experience with no prior theoretical or practical experience in 

ESP instruction. 

4.4 Methods 

The choice of methods was influenced by the nature of the research project, 

research questions and adopted paradigm, as well as some technical 

considerations such as the population involved in this research project (which will 

be explained in more detail in the following sub-sections). Thus, the choice of 

suitable methods needs to guarantee that the targeted data is elicited from each 

sample group by the most appropriate method. The data for the current research 

was collected qualitatively through individual interviews and focus groups. 

Explanations for the use of each method are provided in the following 

subsections. 

In general, this study seeks to attain an understading of the context of the ESP 

courses at IAB from the viewpoints of the teachers and learners. As such, 

interviews and focus groups have the potential to gauge individuals’ attitudes, 

reactions, and experiences of their lived realities in a way that directly addresses 

the aims and questions posed in the present study. Since this study seeks to 

undertsad the truth as perceived by the immediate stakeholders involved in the 

context of the research, targeting reported views and practices through 

interviews and focus groups seems to be a logical methodological step to 

implement. This, however, does not mean that such a step does not bear any 

limitations. For instance, Alvesson (2010, p. 29) points to the ‘tricky relationship 

between knowing and telling’ which implicates that it should not always be 

expected that the participants will convey all the views that they hold regarding 

their lived experiences, either because they do not know that they hold them or 

because they do not wish to declare such views for a multiplicity of reasons. As 

in indicated by Nunkoosing (2005), the researcher in this case should be 

attentive to the ‘other voices’ in the context, something which I have achieved in 

this research through the triangulation of teachers’ and learners’ data, as well as 

the constant consultations with the contextual literature to better understand the 

nature of issues pertaining to the context of ESP courses at IAB as situated in 
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their context. Although other methods such as observations and document 

analysis could have been used to gain insights into the context of the study, 

ethical and practical issues such as the position of the researchers through 

which they can influence and be influenced by the immersion in the context, as 

well as the lack of authenticity that can be generated by the presence of the 

researcher in the context (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Cohen et al., 2011; Dressen-

Hammouda, 2013) led me to take the decision of relying on interviews and focus 

groups in this research due to their efficacy in serving the research questions.        

4.4.1 Semi-structured interviews  

Semi-structured interviews are selected for this research for a number of 

advantages in addressing the type of data sought to answer the research 

questions. Interviews, as proposed by Flick (2014b), can be an effective method 

to elicit data for research studies which are concerned with gaining insights into 

the subjective accounts of involved individuals. Similarly, Brinkmann and Kvale 

(2015) claim that the capabilities of semi-structured interviews in qualitative 

research lies in the resemblance of this tool to the conversational mode 

individuals usually practise in their daily-life situations. Therefore, conversational 

tools of such nature hold considerable benefit in yielding data of emotional, 

reactional and even mundane states and activities individuals encounter and 

experience. As such, a semi-structured interview is an effective tool to generate 

a wealth of data from the participants involved in the teaching and learning 

experiences, allowing for any unexpected findings to appear from the data.  

One interview was conducted for each participant to accentuate the quality of the 

collected data in a way that allows me to consider the participnats’ responses in 

depth rather than focusing on the breadth of the data. Additionally, measures 

such as source and method triangulation (see Section 4.6.2) allowed me to 

ensure the rigour of the data analysis through the consideration of the 

participants’ responses in light of other perspectives discussed by other 

participants and other stakeholders in this research.   

Taking the above understanding into account, the main purpose of opting for 

interviews was to probe into what the participants think and feel about different 

aspects of their ESP experiences. Since semi-structured interviews start with a 

set of broad and flexible questions prepared in advance, this allowed 

interviewees in this study to express their views more narratively and freely. This 
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allowed me to explore in more depth those issues that they perceive as more 

pressing or requiring more attention (Dörnyei, 2007). This means that these 

questions were not the absolute determiners for the flow of the interview; they 

only helped in generating ideas, provoking discussion and keeping the interview 

on track if interviewees decided to deviate from the focal points of the discussion. 

The flexibility of this type of interview allowed for a deeper probe into the 

investigated topic to pursue and further discuss interesting points (Cohen et al., 

2011; Dörnyei, 2007). In other words, semi-structured interviews offered a 

flexible yet controlled process of data collection. 

Similar to any ‘social encounter’ (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 410) which involves 

receptive and productive ends, these interviews involved anticipated problematic 

issues, some of which related to technicalities of the interviewing procedure. A 

problematic issue that was anticipated before the interviews were conducted was 

the participants' hesitation to be open in their responses due to feelings of being 

under threat of disclosing sensitive issues to one of their collogues, shyness, 

which can lead them to give answers that reflect an ideal situation that is not 

representative of the current state of affairs (Dörnyei, 2007). To minimize this 

impact, I tried to strategically plan for the informal chat at the beginning of the 

interview as will be shown in the subsequent section. Also, the participants were 

reassured of the confidentiality of the data and that they can express their 

opinions freely because pseudonyms will be used to conceal their identities.  

Sampling and Interview procedure 

 and Bryman (2015); Mason (2010) state that the quality of data obtained is more 

important than sample size, that the number of interviews depended on practical 

rather than ‘theory-driven' considerations, and that it is acceptable for studies of 

a multi-method nature and targeting different stakeholders to use fewer 

participants. This indicates that the issue of sample size is of secondary 

importance in the prioritisation of the research-related issues if weighed against 

other issues such as the practicalities in conducting research and the quality of 

data sought and generated by the participants.   

Bearing in mind such arguments, seven out of sixteen teachers were interviewed 

in this study. I originally aimed for half of the teacher population to be 

interviewed, i.e. eight out of sixteen. This was based on arguments by  and 

Bryman (2015); Crouch and McKenzie (2006) regarding the need for a sample 
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that is ‘illustrative’ rather than representative. Two teachers, however, retracted 

from participating, and while one was substituted by the pilot participant (See 

Section 4.6.1), I could not find a willing substitute for the other. As demonstrated 

in Table 4.1, the teachers’ data is constituted of about 73,139 words and about 8 

hours of data. 

Table 4.1 Total duration and word count of teachers' data 
Interview  Total duration  Number of words  

(hr: hours) (m: minutes) 

T1 0 hr 55 m 8,436 

T2 1 hr 09 m 10,161 

T3 1 hr 16 m 12,149 

T4 0 hr 39 m 6,158 

T5 0 hr 51 m 7,897 

T6 1 hr 18 m 14,392 

T7 1 hr 16 m 13,946 

Total  7 hr 40 m 73,139 

Convenience sampling was implemented in the current study. At first, there was 

only one specific criterion to guide the recruitment of the participants, that the 

participants have taught more than one ESP course during their professional 

experience at IAB. However, as indicated in Table 4.2, the population of ESP 

teachers at IAB is naturally diverse in their academic qualifications and 

experiences. This is because all ESP teachers are expected to teach different 

ESP courses starting from their first semester of service at IAB, thus addressing 

the abovementioned criterion. Moreover, since the aim of collecting qualitative 

data is to obtain an in-depth exploration of the investigated phenomenon, a 

representative sample where data can be generalizable to larger groups in other 

contexts is not the target of this study; the main goal is to find participants who 

can produce interestingly rich data to help build the contextual understanding I 

seek to obtain from the teachers’ and learners’ perspectives. Based on the 

above discussion, the sample of ESP teachers was of a convenience nature; 

sampling was contingent to the availability and willingness of ESP teachers to 

participate in this study (Flick, 2014a).  

As can be seen in Table 4.2, the teachers’ sample consisted of seven ESP 

teachers, ranging in academic qualifications, age, and years of experience.   
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Table 4.2 Teachers' sample 

 

A notable argument to pose here is that years of professional experience, current 

or previous, does not automatically lead to instructional expertise (Johnson, 

2005). Nevertheless, it still has an impact on shaping teachers’ experiences in a 

different and unique manner (Borg, 2015). The teachers’ academic qualifications 

and the nature of their involvement in their academic contexts also had an 

impact on how their experiences were shaped. For example, T3’s involvement in 

administrative tasks in the department informed her constant call for reform, 

which reflects her administrative role and the nature of curriculum reform. 

Similarly, T2’s involvement in an ESP-oriented academic degree led her to focus 

on issues such as needs analysis and authenticity. 

The purpose of conducting interviews with the teachers was to investigate their 

perceptions of various aspects in the ESP courses in order to understand these 

perceptions and gain insights of the factors that shape their teaching 

experiences of the ESP courses. As such, the interview questions were selected 

and categorised based on the major themes discussed in the literature of the 

ESP course design and development and the issues which can influence the 
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quality of an ESP course such as needs (Brown, 2016; Long, 2005; Lung, 2014), 

specificity (Hyland, 2006; 2016; 2017), teachers’ roles and knowledge 

(Basturkmen, 2014; 2017; Belcher, 2006), curriculum and evaluation (Brown, 

2016; Lockwood, 2012; Richards, 2013), and classroom-related issues (Celani, 

2008; Cheng, 2011; Labassi, 2010). The questions were formulated in a way that 

encourage the participants to express attitudinal and behavioural issues in order 

to address the research questions (See Section 4.1). Examples of such type of 

questions are ‘Tell to me about the assessment strategies used in the ESP 

courses’ and ‘What do you do to prepare for the ESP courses?’ (See Appendix 

1).  

The interviews involved seven sections and comprised 37 items. Considering the 

semi-structured nature of the interviews, these items were treated as potential 

questions to facilitate the participant’s discussion rather than a strict guide 

throughout the interview. Therefore, not all the questions were asked to all 

participants; instead, the follow up questions were posed based on the 

participants’ responses throughout the interviews.   

With respect to the procedure of conducting the interviews, and my stance as a 

previous colleague in the research context resulted in two different outcomes. On 

the one hand, I anticipated that the teachers would be comfortable to be 

interviewed by an interviewer who was once one of them, and who lived and 

shared their experiences. I anticipated that this would result in more openness in 

their interaction. This, however, did not overrule predictions of teachers’ possible 

feelings of discomfort to share classroom stories or instructional strategies of 

which they were embarrassed or dissatisfied. Therefore, I chose to strategically 

engage in informal chats with the teachers before the interviews. During these 

informal chats, I tried to remind them of previous shared stories or to mention 

some of their personal characteristics which I perceive as worthy of praise, in the 

hope of awakening their sense of self-efficacy and to remind them of my stance 

as a collogue who once shared similar disappointments, frustrations, and 

aspirations. Stressing the confidentiality of the data, reminding teachers of this 

confidentiality and identity concealment throughout the interviews helped to 

reassure them and encouraged them to speak openly about their experiences. 

Individual face-to-face interviews were personally conducted with the teachers in 

a setting of their choice to provide the participants with comfort. Technicalities of 
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the interviewing protocol were considered to ensure the comfort of the 

participants including issues concerning their freedom of choice of the venue and 

language of interviewing, eliminating sources of distraction, and familiarizing 

them with the process of audio recording upon their approval. Most of the 

interviews were conducted in their offices, resembling the mode of informal 

discussions that we had as previous colleagues. The ‘rules of the game’ such as 

the aim, structure of the interview, ethical issues like confidentiality and the time 

allocated for the interviews (Cohen et al., 2011) were introduced to them twice; 

upon obtaining their verbal consent to participate in this research and when the 

information sheets and consent forms were handed to the participants before 

beginning the interview (See Appendix 2). Thank you cards and flowers were 

sent to the participants after the interviews.  

4.4.2  Focus groups  

Focus groups were used to collect data from the learners at IAB. Researchers 

such as Macnaghten and Myers (2004); and Ritchie et al. (2014) identify a 

difference between individual interviews and focus groups due to the latter’s 

nature and mechanisms of generating data in an interactive mode, activating 

participants’ productive, receptive and critical thinking abilities when sharing their 

experiences. Focus groups are effective methods in studies with an exploratory 

nature (Dörnyei, 2007; Macnaghten and Myers, 2004). ‘Participants present their 

own views and experiences, but they also hear from other people. They listen, 

reflect on what is said, and in the light of this consider their own standpoint 

further' (Ritchie et al., 2014, p. 212).  

Several reasons encouraged me to use focus groups in the current study. First, 

the person running the focus group works as a facilitator or a moderator in this 

situation, and not merely an interviewer (Dörnyei, 2007). This less authoritative 

role led me to a greater wealth of data (Ritchie et al., 2014) and to enhance the 

participants’ confidence upon realizing that the discussion was generated and 

maintained by them and that they had an important impact on the course of this 

discussion.  

Another reason that urged me to use focus groups stemmed from the nature of 

the learners in the present study. From a quantum, the large number of learner 

population required a method that helps to collect a greater amount of data 

which cannot be acquired through laborious individual interviews in the time 
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available for data collection (Cohen et al., 2011; Dörnyei, 2007). Additionally, 

from my experience with the learners in the context of the study, I anticipated a 

possible risk if I organised individual interviews. Learners in this context were not 

used to individual lengthy chats with their teachers. They were also not 

comfortable with expressing themselves in what might seem to them as an 

interrogation. My preconceptions were confirmed through the hesitations I 

encountered from the learners to participate in an individual interview as a trial 

run for the focus group questions. In this realm, Ritchie et al. (2014) refer to the 

‘naturalistically spontaneous’ environment focus groups offer its participants 

represented by its resemblance of a real-life interaction between individuals. 

Supported by Dörnyei (2007, p. 144); and Ritchie et al. (2014), it was therefore 

wiser to involve students through a less intimidating method, where the 

responses of their peers could act as a ‘brainstorming’ technique, in the sense 

that they could stimulate each other into ‘thinking together, inspiring and 

challenging each other, and reacting to the emerging issues and points’.  

As part of my pre-data collection reflexive procedure, I tried to anticipate the 

obstacles that may arise when preparing and conducting the focus groups. 

Among these obstacles was the risk of my lack of experience in the method and 

the varying degrees of learners’ interaction in the sessions (Cohen et al., 2011; 

Dörnyei, 2007). To become more experienced in running focus groups, revisiting 

the literature before data collection to look for practical tips on conducting 

successful focus groups, and observing focus groups on YouTube were 

significant to familiarize myself with the skills needed such as multitasking and 

quick interpretation of reactions to request further elaboration. This was also 

needed to familiarize myself with the techniques needed to successfully facilitate 

the focus group sessions and deal with cases such as learners dominating the 

conversation or maintaining silence during the discussion.  

Another challenge I anticipated in relation to the focus groups was my stance as 

a previous teacher at IAB and the implications this position might have on my 

attitude during the sessions. As indicated by Flick (2014b), the immersion in a 

social context is what shapes the convictions, biases and attitudes towards this 

context and its actors. I think that being away from my academic, and wider 

social context for more than a year, as well as my engagement in my current 

identity as a PhD student, contributed to a temporary detachment from the 
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context of this study. Additionally, my identification of myself as a PhD student 

and not a previous teacher had a mitigating impact in this respect. 

Sampling and focus groups procedure 

The aim behind conducting the focus groups with the students is twofold: to 

probe into their attitudes towards ESP courses, and how they viewed the 

learning experiences in these courses. As shown in Table 4.4, five focus groups, 

each comprising about six students, were conducted in the current study. The 

number of participants in each focus group session seemed suitable to enhance 

the dynamics of the groups and achieve adequate depth of discussion between 

the peers (Dörnyei, 2007). As indicated by Macnaghten and Myers (2004), a 

bigger number of participants can negatively lead to difficulties in the sessions’ 

management, e.g. conversational domination of motivated participants, and 

underrepresentation of naturally quiet participants.  

A total number of 32 learners participated in this study out of approximately 200-

300 learners registered in the final ESP course in the English language program 

at the time of data collection, consisting about 10.6%-16% of the identified target 

population. As shown in Table 4.3, learners’ data consisted of about 79,627 

words and about 6 hours of data.  

Table 4.3 Total duration and word count of learners' data 

Interview  Total duration Number of words  

(hr: hours) (m: minutes) 
FG1 0 hr 25 m 4,538 

FG2 1 hr 31 m 22,150 
FG3 1 hr 22 m 18,561 

FG4 1 hr 09 m 14,908 

FG5 0 hr 58 m  19,740 

Total 5 hr 41 m  79,627 

Similar to the discussion of teachers’ sampling, this study did not seek to yield 

generalizable or representation findings; therefore the number of participants 

partaking in the study was not a major issue. As can be seen in Table 4.3, the 

most common disciplines found in the sample were administration, management, 

and banking, followed by law and accounting. The reason for such discrepancies 

in numbers stems from the larger number of learners enrolling in the former three 

disciplines because of common perceptions that these disciplines were easier 

than the more difficult law or accounting. Additionally, the professional futures 
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awaiting graduates of the former three disciplines were considered more 

attractive than law or accounting.   

Table 4.4 Learners' focus groups 

 

Similar to the teachers’ sample (Section 4.4.1), the learner participants were also 

recruited through convenience sampling. Convenience sampling was 
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purposefully selected for this study. The population was narrowed down to 

encompass the learners who were current IAB learners and were registered on 

the final ESP course, ESP350, at the time of data collection. This is to ensure 

that the potential participants have experienced varied ESP courses that would 

allow them to generate richer data from different angles and different situations. 

Upon my attempt to problematize some aspects during the identification of the 

learners’ sample, I felt that determining specific criteria would engender biases 

that would guide the research findings towards specific directions which do not 

serve the research aims. Additionally, identifying specific criteria in case of the 

current research can deprive or limit some stakeholders from their opportunity to 

voice their opinions in this study. Therefore, instead of viewing convenience 

sampling as accommodationist (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Flick, 2014a), I 

employed this sampling strategy as it enabled me to explore the target 

phenomenon without imposing criteria that can hinder the collection of a versatile 

picture. 

However, I was not able to recruit learners when I entered the classroom 

casually before or after their class. Therefore, I entered the classroom through 

an introduction from the course teachers who began their lessons by allowing me 

the chance to talk to the learners. Convenience sampling was still maintained, 

even with the change in the recruitment style. I chose to personally seek 

learners’ participation through prior arrangement with their course teachers to 

explain my research and its significance to the target population and ask for 

voluntary participation without any feeling of obligation or forced participation. 

This was particularly important for me because it harmonised with my decision to 

implement convenience sampling; in other words, I wanted someone who was 

willing and enthusiastic to engage in the target discussions and who had stories, 

incidents, and concerns to share. One strategy that I used was engaging in an 

Islamic-faith-related discourse in which I reminded learners of the value of 

contributing to contextual reform. In the Islamic faith, any type of help or 

contribution to better a situation is considered as a sort of ongoing charitable act. 

Learners reacted positively to this talk.    

The focus group questions were categorised in seven sections and comprised 24 

items with the aim of generating data that provides insights into learners’ views 

of various aspects of the ESP courses at IAB (See Appendix 3). Examples of 
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such aspects are learners’ awareness of ESP (Hyland, 2006; Long, 2005), 

teaching and learning practices, needs (Bocanegra-Valle, 2016; Brown, 2016; 

Jasso-Aguilar, 2005),  learners’ voice in decision-making (Benesch, 2001), and 

classroom-related issues (Cheng, 2011). The formulation of the questions for the 

focus groups was similar to that followed in the teachers’ interviews which 

targeted conceptual, attitudinal, and behavioural issues (See Section 4.4.1). 

The technical issues of explaining the research topic, assuring the participants of 

the privacy of the obtained data and their ability to withdraw from the research at 

any stage, obtaining their consent for participation and audio recording the 

session were communicated to the participants before and on the day of the 

focus groups. Arabic was selected as the language used in the focus groups 

since English was considered challenging for a significant number of the target 

population and Arabic made the learners at ease by conversing in their mother 

tongue. A warming up icebreaking exercise was used at the beginning of the 

session after reading the information sheets and signing the consent forms (See 

Appendix 4); students were asked to write what they thought or express their 

feelings towards the English language courses they studied at IAB. This exercise 

took about 10 minutes and its outcomes were considered among the data 

collected. Participants were offered a voucher at the end of the focus groups; 

some of them did not take it and expressed their satisfaction with doing this as a 

form of helping to improve the ESP courses.     

A challenge was anticipated in relation to how I would be identified by the 

learners (Macnaghten and Myers, 2004). Although my position as a former 

teaching staff in the college was not revealed to the participants (I introduced 

myself as a PhD research student), there was always the risk that some former 

students recognised me and consequently might be wary of sharing sensitive 

thoughts or ideas (Lune and Berg, 2016); thinking that I might report them to 

their teachers or higher authorities. To overcome this risk, I stressed and 

assured the participants that I am the only one who will be dealing with the data 

emerging from the sessions and further familiarized them with the strict ethical 

rules of my university to assure them that everything will remain strictly 

confidential.   



 118 

4.5 Data analysis  

Flick (2014b, p.) argues that ‘Qualitative data analysis can also be the central 

step in qualitative research to which all other steps are subordinated’. Based on 

this, I chose to use thematic analysis in this study. These arguments and choices 

are highly applicable to the current study for many reasons related to the nature 

of this research.  

I used thematic analysis in this study because of its ability to reduce data of a 

large magnitude and complex nature and to integrate different research elements 

by grouping data into key themes that convey a meaningful story to the audience 

(Flick, 2014b). As such, this feature of ‘thematising meaning’ (Holloway and 

Todres, 2003, p. 347) allowed for the generation of themes from the data itself, 

rendering an understanding of the context from the many pixels that are seen to 

shape the ESP experiences at IAB.  

Moreover, by implementing thematic analysis in this study, I was not trying to 

adopt an ‘anything goes’ approach to analysis but to implement a theoretically 

and methodologically independent approach which is congruent with the 

inductive exploratory approach adopted for this study (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

Therefore, thematic analysis enabled me to contextualise how individuals in the 

current study experienced their lived realities and how they interacted 

accordingly.  

In light of the above justifications, the process of data analysis was carried out 

through the six-step framework clarified by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2013); data 

familiarization, coding, theme generation, theme review, theme defining, and 

reporting findings.  

Data analysis procedure  

In general, the data has gone through nine cycles of analysis in this research. 

Data analysis began with a verbatim transcription of the data, which involved 

initial familiarisation through repeated listening. Adopting a particular style of 

transcription is usually based on the aims of the research. This is because the 

selection of certain conventions ‘depends on which features the researcher 

considers important to capture’ (Poland, 2002, p. 638). Since the current 

research seeks the identification of the factors contributing to shaping the ESP 

experiences at IAB from the teachers’ and learners’ lenses, then the thorough 

conventions adopted by researchers such as discourse analysts would not be 
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necessary. Thus, and to enhance the readability of the transcriptions, the general 

list of conventions included in Appendix 5 was adopted after consulting the 

literature (Poland, 2002; Van Lier, 2013). A sample of the teachers’ and learners’ 

transcriptions is also included in Appendix 6 and 7.  

After that, I have listened to the recorded sessions again and read the transcripts 

to build a general depiction of the data. This resulted in some initial notes and 

reflecting questions that I considered pertinent to the present research. Early 

prevalent ideas were sketched in a general sense in this stage such as needs or 

course design. Additionally, reflecting comments on the nature of responses of 

each participant were made which helped me to gain an overview of the 

premises from which some teachers and learners departed.   

Following the familiarisation phase, I started delving into the transcripts to begin 

coding the data. According to Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 56), codes are 

tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or 

inferential information compiled during a study. Codes usually 

are attached to the “chunks” of varying size words phrases 

sentences, or whole paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a 

specific setting. They can take the form of a straightforward 

category label or a more complex one (e.g. metaphor)  

(Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 56) 

On such basis, I began reading through the transcripts in more depth in order to 

assign initial labels, in the form of phrases, or metaphorical questions, that would 

be suitable for representing and reducing larger parts of data. Coding was 

initially performed from an inductive approach, i.e. with no ‘pre-existing coding 

frame’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 12). As indicated in Braun and Clarke (2013), 

the generated codes were both of a semantic and implicit nature, the former 

indicating the surface meaning of the participants’ responses and the latter 

referring to the underlying meaning embedded in these responses. The presence 

of both kinds of coding reflects the natural and active process through which the 

reaction between the data and the researcher is highlighted, and similarly 

reflects the need for occasional shifts from word and sentence to paragraph-level 

examination of the data. At this stage, some extracts were coded more broadly 

due to the lengthy and narrative nature of the participants’ responses, which 

embedded discussions of different aspects of their experiences. This means that 
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when extracts were coded, surrounding texts were included to provide a better 

understanding of the overall contextual influences which shaped participants’ 

views; i.e. to avoid potential loss of meaning. However, I was confronted with the 

problematic issue of double coding. Bryman (2015) cautions against over or 

under coding the data for the risk of ending up with missing important ideas or 

shallow analysis. Therefore, in the consequent phases, this was resolved 

through a) further immersion in the data, b) revisiting the research questions, and 

c) consulting the literature to be able to prioritise the placement of each extract in 

the codes. The final cycles of thematic analysis generated 23 codes categorised 

under four main themes in the teachers’ data and 16 codes categorised under 

three main themes in the learners’ data. 

The generated codes underwent some changes throughout the several coding 

cycles. This is because the initial attempts of coding were basic and descriptive, 

mostly elicited from the participants’ own words and phrases. This in turn 

required enhancing the quality of these preliminary codes to be more 

comprehensive; i.e. to represent a wider range of connected ideas. As shown in 

Figure 4.2 for example, the code ‘absence of an ESP curriculum’ was renamed 

‘ESP curriculum’ due to the negative connotations of the former. Additionally, I 

felt that the new code label was more inclusive of other ideas pertaining to the 

issue of ESP curriculum such as the role of NA, aims and objectives, and 

evaluation.  

It should be noted here that some extracts did not fit into the enhanced codes. 

Therefore, I have included all unfitted extracts in a code named ‘miscellaneous’ 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006), for me to revisit them at later stages to decide whether 

to recode or discard them. This step has helped me to collate data and codes of 

related links and consequently to render a clearer picture of the investigated 

context. 

The following cycles and constant refinements of codes helped me to better deal 

with the responses of the participants and to understand how they can better 

Absence of an ESP curriculum ESP curriculum 

Figure 4.2 Example of code modification 



 121 

serve the aims of the present research. Put differently, my immersion in the 

coding process led me to notice ways in which bits of meaning can interrelate to 

form larger meaningful concepts. This is where I started to organise the 

generated codes to allow for preliminary themes to be elicited. In the phase of 

theme generation as pointed by Braun and Clarke, themes transcend the 

obvious to be more interpretive of the investigated phenomenon. This involves 

an analytical grouping of the codes to form larger meaningful units through which 

key aspects pertinent to the research aims and questions can be addressed. 

During this process, I had to iteratively revisit the codes and the raw data to 

ensure that the generated themes capture the content of the codes and address 

the research questions. Thematic mapping was also used to provide me with a 

visual depiction of how the codes fit into the themes and how the themes 

sometimes intersect.  Examples of thematic mapping from the teachers’ and 

learners’ data is provided in Appendix 8.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Examples of code aggregation 

When generating themes, I have considered how the ideas expressed in the 

codes have served in clarifying the theme. In other words, I had in mind that 

codes are held together in their meaning to tell a story that explains the theme to 

which they belong. By this, I am not implicating towards an exclusively ‘right’ way 

of thematically organising the codes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2013). In contrast, 

I think that social phenomena are too complex and multifaceted to be interpreted 

in such a way due to many factors, amongst of which is the researcher’s role, 

recruited participants, and environmental influences. Maintaining reflexivity 

during data analysis was helpful in this realm (See Section 4.6.3) by constantly 

interrogating my assumptions about the investigated context and what possible 
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were constantly implemented to ensure the quality and relevance of the 

generated themes. Reading the literature was significantly helpful in this phase 

to allow me to see how theoretical concepts such as cognitions or needs can 

contribute to the examination of data with a more critical and analytical lens. 

Example of code aggregation to generate themes is provided in Figure 4.3 (See 

Appendix 9 for more examples). 

Following theme generation, the themes were reviewed to ensure that they 

reflected the meaning expressed by the participants in the interviews and focus 

groups, and also contribute to answering the research questions. For this, I had 

to consult the mapped themes and codes, the data, and the research questions. 

I have also revisited my ‘miscellaneous’ code to ensure that relevant extracts 

were included in the analysis. Additionally, my review of the themes and constant 

visits of the data and the literature led me to identify the overarching 

categorisation through which the themes were organised; the cognitive and the 

environmental influences. This resulted in further refinements such as splitting 

the discussion of teachers’ needs-related findings as shown in Figure 4.4:    

 

Figure 4.4 Example of code modification 

Additionally in the review phase, I tried interrogating the richness of my themes 

and their content as a form of prioritisation to avoid over theming and 

consequently superficial analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2013). For example, 

ESP materials was an important theme in my preliminary list. However, and as I 

delved into it in more depth, I discovered that most teachers discussed materials 

in relation to how they were selected by the departmental managers and 

committees. As such, I decided to include this as a part of the theme tackling 

management-related influences. Following this, the labels through which the 
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themes were identified were revised in relation to their related codes and 

content.  

Due to the iterative nature of thematic analysis, writing the findings was not a 

phase that occurred at the end of the analysis. Instead, writing was done 

continuously through summaries and written reflections on the data and the 

generated themes. The phase of reporting the findings, however, is concerned 

with pulling all threads of analysis together to represent the wider story organised 

by themes in writing. As clarified by Braun and Clarke (2013), while some 

themes might be interesting to the researchers in previous phases, this phase 

enables them to see their relevance to the overall story conveyed in their 

research. Therefore, Braun and Clarke encourage researchers to prepare 

themselves for excluding codes and themes of such sort in this phase to 

emphasise the richer and more relevant themes. In the current study, the writing 

phase helped me to see that some subthemes which I had anticipated as key 

were reduced to be discussed as part of other subthemes due to the repeated 

ideas that were expressed by different participants (e.g. learners’ proficiency 

level was discussed as part of the ESP conceptualisations).        

NVivo was used in data analysis for its beneficial features such as easier data 

storage, management, and organization. Data analysis techniques additionally 

expanded to incorporate analytic tables, mind mapping software (MindGenius), 

as well as manual methods of analysing and thematic mapping.  

Another issue with respect to analysis was related to data translation. In this 

respect, my decision to translate the data from Arabic to English came after the 

second cycle. As pointed in the methods sections 4.4.1 and 4.4.2, because the 

interview language was left optional according to the participants’ comfort, I 

ended up with data in differing modes; focus groups conducted in pure Arabic, 

five interviews in pure English, and two interviews involving a heavy dose of 

Arabic-English code-switching. This led to confusion when handling the three 

language modes of generated data, especially when bearing in mind the idea 

that the construction of meaning is heavily impacted by the language used 

(Temple and Young, 2004). Therefore, I decided to translate the Arabic and 

code-switched responses through a professional translator. This translator was 

chosen according to specific criteria; a Kuwaiti citizen (to understand Kuwaiti 

dialect) and carrying academic credentials in translation (MA in English language 
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translation and a university teacher of translation). I followed the ethical 

procedure of requesting the translator to sign a confidentiality form and 

concealed the identities of the institution and the participants from the copy to be 

translated (See Appendix 10). I also employed a double translation technique 

which involved consulting other professional translators on responses which 

were difficult to translate such as proverbs or colloquial lexical items (Regmi et 

al. , 2010).   

Additionally, I experienced problematic issues related to transcription, especially 

in transcribing the focus groups and the problem of recognising the participants’ 

voices in the audio recordings. This was mitigated through an immediate 

transcription after the actual focus groups to offer a more accurate picture to 

remember some responses and incidents in the sessions. A map of the 

participants was drawn before each focus group session (See Appendix 11), 

which was also a useful tool. The fieldnotes from the focus group of the unique 

physical or behavioral characteristics (e.g. specific pronunciation features, nature 

of voice, speed of speech) helped me to remember some issues and who it was 

raised by. Despite these measures, a limited number of excerpts were still lost 

and discarded due to the overlapping voices. 

4.6 Ensuring the quality of the study 

4.6.1 Piloting 

Piloting the tools used for data collection in the research was crucial for the study 

for many reasons. Conducting a pilot allowed me to assess the soundness of the 

decision to use these specific tools and whether I should seek other tools which 

could yield more satisfying data for the purpose of this research (Dörnyei, 2007). 

It also helped to assess the ability of these tools to generate data that can 

address the proposed research questions by evaluating the potential appropriacy 

of the target data, e.g. participants’ views, feelings, attitudes, reactions. I was 

also able to obtain valuable, on the spot, feedback regarding ambiguous or 

sensitive issues from the pilot participants. For example, the pilot of the learners’ 

focus group showed that participants did not understand a question regarding 

whether their social backgrounds had any impact on their ESP learning 

experience. Therefore, I considered how this matter can be clarified further 

through question expansion (e.g. the impact of your surroundings, family, 

parents, friends on your attitude and experience in learning a specific type of 

English).  
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Additionally, piloting the data collection methods helped me to practise my 

interviewing skills and pinpoint the issues which I thought needed rectifying such 

as how to prompt the engagement of quiet participants and when to move to 

another question if the participants are bored or deviate from the main point of 

discussion (Lune and Berg, 2016; Macnaghten and Myers, 2004). I was able to 

exercise manoeuvring through certain aspects and certain participants in the 

discussion by playing ‘devil’s advocate’ and rephrasing the questions to generate 

further interactions (Macnaghten and Myers, 2004; Ritchie et al., 2014).  

The teacher’s pilot study was conducted three times. The initial stage was 

performed with a colleague PhD student who gave her technical opinion 

regarding the clarity and relevance of the items to the research topic and aims, 

e.g. ambiguity, double-barrelled questions, leading questions, smooth flow of 

item categorization (Cohen et al., 2011). In the second time, I piloted the 

teachers' interview items with an English teacher colleague from another 

university. Although this stage resulted in further refinement of the tool, repeating 

the pilot study seemed to be a desired step since the participant expressed that 

her lack of knowledge of the institutional context resulted in reluctance to answer 

some questions (e.g. the nature of the ESP courses in the investigated college). 

To ensure the quality of the potential data, I decided to go for a third pilot with a 

colleague from the college itself, which resulted in a successful interview and 

therefore I decided to add this interview to the teachers’ data when one of the 

recruited teachers retracted her participation.  

The pilot of the learners’ focus group questions was also conducted in three 

stages. The first was with a PhD colleague preliminary to check technical issues. 

An IAB student was then asked to read the questions and reflect on their 

wording, structure, clarity, and straightforwardness to confirm her comprehension 

of what they mean and what they refer to. From this stage, I decided to always 

refer to the ESP courses through the distinction between the ‘specific and 

general English language courses’ the students studied in the college because 

the participant did not understand the meaning of ‘specific English’. Lastly, a 

mock focus group interview was conducted with student participants from the 

male campus with conditions as compatible as possible to the target group; i.e. 

current learners at IAB, currently enrolled in the senior ESP course. The 
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generated discussion demonstrated a satisfying level of understanding and 

responses to the questions. 

4.6.2 Trustworthiness  

Three ‘lenses’ are important when ensuring the quality of qualitative research; 

the researcher, participants, and epistemological and ontological principles 

implemented in research (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Creswell and Miller, 2000; 

Ritchie et al., 2014). For example, it would be difficult to ensure the validity of a 

study when embracing the interpretivist tenets of multiple perceived realities, and 

its socially-constructed and contextual situatedness. Since the study aims at 

exploring IAB’s ESP courses and the involved teaching and learning experiences 

through the views of the involved stakeholders, then positivistic criteria of validity, 

reliability, and generalizability would minimally serve the nature of this research 

(Bryman, 2003; Creswell and Poth, 2018). The framework introduced by Lincoln 

and Guba (1985), which still informs current research, was therefore adopted in 

this study to achieve trustworthiness through criteria of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. This choice stems from the nature of social 

inquiry, given that social contexts with all their complexity hold unique nuances 

that are difficult to be generalised to other contexts. 

Member checking was originally planned to establish the study’s credibility. 

When they were casually approached after the interviews, most participants 

politely preferred not to perform member checks, either because of time, or as 

they replied, ‘we trust you’. This placed more responsibility on me during the 

analysis phase, since, as claimed by Braun and Clarke (2013) member checks 

are valuable to ensure the study’s credibility, especially in the type of qualitative 

research concerned with the exploration of individuals ‘subjected and situated’ 

views.  

For this reason, I decided to provide another form of reflection in the obtained 

data. To be precise, I conducted several debriefing sessions with two PhD 

colleagues; a former teacher at IAB and another colleague who is familiar with 

both the research setting and topic. This was alongside the supervisory meetings 

which provided me with an opportunity to discuss and asses my work on a 

regular basis. Peer debriefing helps to ‘disclose one’s own blind spots’ (Flick, 

2014a, p. 528). It is a beneficial strategy that enables the researcher to 

interrogate the data with a person who ‘asks hard questions about methods, 
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meanings, and interpretations; and provides the researcher with the opportunity 

for catharsis by sympathetically listening to the researcher’s feelings’ (Creswell 

and Poth, 2018, p. 251). Peer debriefing has helped me to assure the credibility, 

accuracy, and consistency throughout the study.  

Additionally, a ‘rich description’ of the research processes and steps was 

provided in this study. As proposed by Creswell and Miller (2000); and Creswell 

and Poth (2018), a rich description of the research involves an elaborate 

description of the contexts, participants, themes and steps through which the 

research has been conducted. This, as Creswell and Miller (2000, p. 129) 

indicate,  

help readers understand that the account is credible. Rich 

description also enables readers to make decisions about the 

applicability of the findings to other settings or similar contexts. 

(Creswell and Miller, 2000, p. 129) 

In this sense, this elaborate and detailed explanation was used in the present 

study to guide the readers through the processes and contextual conditions in 

which the research was conducted, with the aim of allowing other researchers to 

appraise credibility, dependability, and transferability of the findings to their own 

contexts.  

Source triangulation was used to achieve the credibility and confirmability 

components. Generally in social sciences, and particularly in this research, 

triangulation was used to capture a better sense of the views and social activities 

from different perspectives (Cohen et al., 2011). Considering both the teachers’ 

and learners’ views of their ESP experiences helped to verify my interpretations 

of their responses. These views from different stakeholders therefore 

complemented each other to build the holistic understanding that I aim for in this 

research. This was through uncovering the convergences and divergences in 

their views which required delving deeper into each dataset to understand the 

reasons behind their views. Triangulation thus was a tool to consolidate the 

quality of the findings. In other words, triangulation helped me to gain confidence 

in the rigor of the findings through the complementarity of obtained conclusions 

by combining teachers and learners’ views.  
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4.6.3 Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is crucial in qualitative research. However, and rather than viewing 

this practice as ‘a simple separation between subject and object or between the 

knower and the known’, reflexivity is viewed as a critical scrutiny of one’s self, 

beliefs, and activities which can shape the research course (May and Perry, 

2014, p. 109). It entails developing awareness of how meaning is made in 

research (Matthews and Ross, 2010). Additionally, in interpretivist research, it 

entails being aware and critical of the power relationships between the 

researcher and the researched (Matthews and Ross, 2010). Based on these 

arguments, it becomes important to share my beliefs and my position with 

respect to some critical issues in this study.  

First, I have to mention that my previous experience as a teacher at IAB 

attracted me towards the topic of this study. Developing interest in ESP after 

attaining my MA degree and returning to start teaching, my ESP 

conceptualisations were constantly challenged during my experience at IAB. This 

sparked further curiosity for me to understand this context from a holistic 

perspective, to unravel the factors that shape the teachers and learners’ 

experiences that appeared to lead to unsatisfactory outcomes as per the current 

scenario. The premise from which I began this research required a great deal of 

attention to my role and influence on the context and on the course of the study. 

In this respect, awareness was a considerably helpful tool. In fact, awareness 

was a significant skill that this research helped me acquire. Also, May and Perry 

(2014) state that knowledge of reflexivity constitutes the first step into shaping 

researchers’ awareness of it and that reflexive exercise is not confined to a 

specific step, but rather extends to encompass every step in the research. Based 

on this argument, numerous demonstrations of reflexivity were dispersed in the 

sections of this chapter, which suggests that reflexivity was a thought process in 

which I have been engaged throughout this study. 

Scrutinising my identity, position as a researcher, and how my involvement 

would influence the research context was important before embarking on data 

collection. This is what Pezalla et al. (2012) refer to as ‘self-reflexivity’. Self-

reflexivity was relevant to this study due to anticipation of my previous and 

current academic status as factors that can lead participants to perceive me as 

the person with superior knowledge. Particularly, reflexivity helped me to 
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question the potential impact of my academic status on the teachers, i.e. having 

studied ESP during both my MA and PhD, which could possibly lead to 

intimidation when conversing with other teachers on issues which they think I 

might be more knowledgeable about. As for the learners, my decision to identify 

myself as a PhD student was based on reflexively appraising the learners’ 

attitudes towards their teachers as a significant source of knowledge. Therefore, 

and by stressing the fact that I was a student like them, I think that the latter 

identity posed less influence on the learners’ willingness to engage in the focus 

groups.     

Additionally, and due to the above anticipations, I was careful to use simple 

Arabic with learners and simple English with teachers and stressed my need for 

them to inform me about what was happening on the ESP courses. Being 

critically aware of how my body language and outer appearance can send 

unwanted messages to the participants, I was also careful about dressing 

modestly during data collection sessions. I was even careful about where and 

how I sat; with the teachers, I chose a place which indicated an equal power 

status and with the learners, I chose to sit with them on the floor in a circle-

shaped seating plan. 

Moreover, I have recorded my notes, feelings, and reflections during data 

collection and analysed this to keep me aware of how these shaped, and can 

possibly shape, subsequent research steps. Particularly, the ‘continual internal 

dialogue’ (Berger, 2015, p. 220) in which I was engaged when revisiting my 

notes were significantly helpful for me to be reminded of how I felt at certain 

preliminary phases of data collection and how these feelings can endanger the 

quality of the findings. Reflexivity was also exercised through the several stages 

conducted in the data analysis in which I immersed myself in critical 

interrogations of the participants’ responses. Constant revisits to the data, 

questioning my coding selections and approaches, and consulting contextual 

clues surrounding coded extracts helped me to realize the impact of my pre-

conceptions and refine the quality of my analysis to be more representative of 

the participants’ views.  

4.7 Ethical considerations  

Successful qualitative inquiry involves ‘an ethical conscience’ through which 

researchers can foresee the ethical issues engendered by their involvement in 



 130 

the research context (Ritchie et al., 2014). Realistically, this entails the 

researchers’ obtainment of the aspired data while keeping the participants and 

their safety a priority (Matthews and Ross, 2010). Bearing in mind my sense of 

responsibility as a researcher, several ethical issues have been considered in 

relation to this research.  

The first issue was getting the formal approval to enter the research site and 

approach the potential participants to conduct the study (See Appendix 12). 

Additionally, I anticipated issues related to my position in the context of the 

research, not only as being a previous teacher at IAB, but also as IAB being my 

sponsors for my PhD scholarship. To be specific, the fact that I was a previous 

staff member at the institution, which is currently sponsoring my scholarship, was 

perceived as an obstacle in reflecting the honest and representing picture I seek 

to depict for IAB’s ESP courses. I must say, however, that when granted this 

scholarship, the institution endorsed my project and imposed absolutely no 

constraints for the topic or the nature of the findings resulting from this inductive 

research. They have also granted me access to facilitate my data collection with 

teachers and learners. However, and to mitigate the impact of this ethical issue, I 

decided to conceal the identity of the institution. Additionally, and because 

identity concealment is not only about disguising names (Bryman, 2015), I also 

decided to disclose only general information about the tertiary institutions in 

Kuwait in the Context Chapter (Section 2.4) and limited information about the 

immediate context of IAB in the demonstration of the research setting (Section 

4.3).   

My position as a previous insider at IAB posed another ethical issue. Working 

with the teacher participants for about five years and establishing good 

connections with them might have led some to feel obliged rather than willing to 

participate in the study. This is despite my clear and honest clarification that 

participating in the study is completely optional and that choosing not to 

participate would not cause any negative or awkward feelings. Nevertheless, 

targeting nearly half of the teacher population, seven out of sixteen hopefully 

produced rich data that could reflect different perceptions in different aspects of 

the ESP courses. 

Another crucial issue was how to ensure the comfort, safety, and confidentiality 

of the participants and the generated data. BERA’s (2018) ethical guidelines 
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emphasise the necessity for participants to be familiarised with the research 

purposes, the nature of their participation and the channels in which generated 

data could be communicated. The Ethics Committee at my university reviewed 

the ethical issues involved in this research to locate any unanticipated violations 

(See Appendix 13).  

At every step of the data collection process, and with every group of participants, 

I explained clearly the procedures taken to protect them from any harm or 

violation. Participants were given an idea, in verbal and written modes, about the 

research aims and were asked to sign the prepared consent forms (Appendix 2 

and 4). Participants were assured that pseudonyms will be used to protect their 

identities. They were also informed of their right to refrain from commenting on or 

answering any questions and that withdrawing from the study at any stage is 

possible, without the need to provide reasons for their decisions. Participants 

were also assured that any information, materials or documents shared in this 

research will be kept in a safe place that is password protected and only reached 

by me and will be destroyed right after conducting the study. 

4.8 Concluding remarks 

This chapter reviewed important methodological issues pertaining to this 

research. The adopted research approach and paradigm, as well as ontological 

and epistemological underpinnings have been scrutinised in the relation to their 

relevance to the research aims and questions. Following this, an examination of 

the methods in theory and in terms of technical aspects such as procedures and 

sampling has been provided. Additionally, ethical considerations and the means 

through which the quality of the study was assured has been discussed.  

The next chapter provides a discussion of the first part of the findings which 

tackles the cognitive aspects influencing teachers’ and learners’ experiences at 

IAB. 
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5 Findings: Cognitive influences 

The chapter discusses cognitive factors shaping the ESP teaching and learning 

experiences at IAB (See Sections 3.6 and 3.7 for discussion of cognition 

literature). The first section showcases teachers’ and learners’ 

conceptualisations of ESP and how these conceptualisations influence their ESP 

experiences. The second section deals with the teachers’ and learners’ 

understanding of needs-related issues and how these contribute to their attitudes 

and reactions towards their ESP courses.  

5.1 Perceptions of the nature of ESP 

This section tackles teachers’ and learners’ conceptualisations of ESP as one of 

the cognitive factors impacting their ESP experiences. The section is divided into 

two main sub-sections. The first section discusses how teachers conceptualised 

ESP, including a discussion of specificity and teachers’ knowledge as defining 

criteria and how these conceptualisations were operationalised in their teaching. 

The second section focuses on how learners conceptualised ESP and how these 

conceptualisations impacted their learning experiences.  

5.1.1 Teachers’ conceptualisation of ESP 

By and large, although teachers shared commonalities in their views regarding 

the aim ESP serves, their discussion in the area of ESP teaching exhibited 

viewpoints that were unalike, diverging in their perceptions of what ESP 

instruction entails. This can be preliminarily shown in their perceptions of the 

fundamental aspects of ESP, as thematically illustrated in Figure 5.1 (See 

Section 4.5 for details of theming process). 
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Figure 5.1 Teachers' conceptualisations of ESP teaching 

As illustrated in Figure 5.1, all teachers perceived ESP as the teaching of a 

specific disciplinary experience, hence centralizing its disciplinary (related to 

learners’ field of study), professional (workplace related purposes), and 

prospective (future) components. T2, for example, conferred that ESP ‘helps 

them [learners] build a language that they can use in this kind of environment… 

to deal with situations in their workplace’, while T4 considered ESP as ‘useful for 

teaching the students the vocabulary and language they can use in their future 

when they work’. 

Accordingly, all teacher participants acknowledged a conceptual GE/ESP 

distinction as identified in their repetition of words like ‘business’, ‘specific’, 

‘technical’, ‘workplace’ and ‘major-related content’ to highlight the disciplinary 

and professionally unique nature of ESP. T7 made a point with reflects the view 

of other teachers: 

If you compare for example the general and the ESP. You would 

see that there is a difference because ESP is more focused on 

teaching the content related to the students’ specializations. 

Their future jobs. General English is teaching general topics like 

in school. It’s not directed towards a specific goal. (T7) 
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As such, the area of knowledge or ‘the content’ addressed in GE and ESP was 

an important element on which teachers like T7 formed cognitive demarcation 

between these two divisions of language teaching. T3 also showed 

dissatisfaction with IAB’s ESP courses based on this GE/ESP distinction:     

the ESP courses that we’re teaching or that is being taught here, 

I don’t think they represent the real term. ESP. English for 

Specific Purposes. They are general. (T3)  

This position concurred with other teachers’ views in which they perceived a 

differing GE and ESP content, the former targeting general topics and dealing 

with generic skills similar to a ‘one-size-fits-all approach’ of teaching language for 

no identified purpose (Long, 2005, p. 1), and the latter addressing a specific 

discipline such as banking, business management or computing (Hyland, 2011). 

Moreover, teachers’ ESP-related cognitions concerning the focus of ESP were 

less uniform. As seen in Figure 5.1, only T5 perceived teaching grammar as a 

fundamental focal aspect of ESP. Although other teachers discussed language-

related elements like grammar in their ESP conceptualisations, these elements 

were embedded in other communicative and discipline-related goals (e.g. T3’s 

teaching grammar through business correspondence with emphasis on 

disciplinary rather than grammatical elements). T5’s understanding of the role of 

grammar in ESP however was different from that of the rest of her colleagues:  

it's [ESP teaching] just teaching them how to use the vocabulary 

in the work. You know? Also teaching them the grammar that is 

used when they work. Other than this […]* it’s not my job. (T5) 

(*square parentheses are used to indicate that some of the transcript has not 

been included) 

As can be observed, T5 centralised structural and textual elements, teaching 

vocabulary and grammar, and considered them as the crux of the ESP teaching 

and learning experience. Although T5 acknowledged professional, workplace-

related, purposes, such conception of a language teaching and learning 

experience as indicated by Woodrow (2017) seems to be more pertinent to GE 

courses.  

Additionally, and as part of the textually and structurally-orientated ESP 

conceptualisations, almost all teachers perceived ESP teaching as heavily 
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directed towards the teaching of ‘jargon’, ‘words related to a specific field’, and 

‘technical vocabulary relevant to specific disciplines’. As demonstrated in Figure 

5.1, T3 showed an opposing view in this realm:  

I don’t see it as teaching terms. It is not my responsibility to teach 

terms. Terms are not my responsibility. (T3) 

By ‘terms’ here, T3 was referring to words within a specialised range used 

frequently in the learners’ disciplines as explained by Coxhead (2013). T3 

refused the inclusion of teaching these ranges of specialised vocabulary among 

the ESP teachers’ responsibilities, maintaining that their mission was 

communicatively language-based rather than discipline-based; teaching the 

learners how to use this vocabulary in professional communicative settings. 

Specifically, T3 viewed ESP as ‘teaching communication through a certain field’. 

By using the word ‘through’, T3 pointed to an ESP approach which emphasised 

the communicatively-oriented aspects of language; hence acknowledging 

another focal aspect in ESP, i.e. adopting a communicative approach when 

teaching.    

Similar to T3, centralising communication in ESP was also observed in T1’s 

response:  

communication is essential in ESP. And presentations are really 

essential in ESP teaching because I feel that this is what the 

students would need after they leave our classes. (T1) 

Thus, communication in general and presentation skills as a facilitator of 

communication were perceived by T1 as focal elements in ESP. T1 added:  

we could always have high aims and suppose that we are 

covering these vocabulary and we are preparing the students for 

the real world when they graduate because this is what any ESP 

course should be about. (T1) 

According to T1, the mission and value of ESP lies in the successful preparation 

of the learners for authentic ‘real-world’ situations, which was a concept 

perceived by a few teachers as a unique ESP-related factor. As can be similarly 

shown in T2’s response, ESP was regarded as a significant transitional phase 

through which learners gained authentic knowledge and familiarisation of their 

future professional destinations:  
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They need diversity. They need different angles because 

obviously they’re going to be going into a real world that’s not in 

the textbook. (T2) 

T2 highlighted the value of familiarising learners with their future professional 

destinations through engaging them in authentic knowledge and tasks that 

exposed them to all types of diversities that they would potentially encounter in 

their future careers.  

Therefore, according to the perceptions of teachers such as T1, T2, and T3, 

contextual elements were pertinent to ESP. This entailed a recognition of 

concepts such as authenticity which reflected teachers’ acknowledgement of the 

requisites of the outer professional worlds that would not necessarily be in the 

textbooks’ content.  

Other teachers such as T6 and T7 also perceived ESP as a branch of language 

teaching and learning which required a practical ‘hands-on’ approach to address 

the element of authenticity. Thus, according to some teachers, offering the 

learners a window that exposed them to these authentic situations or ‘meaningful 

output practices’ (Tsou and Chen, 2014)  resembling ones they might face in 

their future workplaces was an essential aspect of ESP. Additionally, teachers 

perceived that equipping learners with the literacy skills needed to facilitate their 

professional communication was an indispensable duty for ESP teachers 

(Paltridge and Starfield, 2013), hence highlighting ESP teachers’ roles as 

knowledge and skill facilitators.  

An additional significant issue elicited from the data pinpointed some 

misconceptions in teachers’ ESP cognitions. T1 provided an example in this 

realm:  

presentations are really essential in ESP teaching because I feel 

that this is what the students would need after they leave our 

classes especially in an EFL context like Kuwait. To speak 

whether when they go to restaurants when they deal with 

foreigners or even when they travel. (T1)  

Critical issues worthy of contemplation arise from T1’s views, amongst which is 

understanding ESP concepts. Initially, what can be understood from T1’s excerpt 

is her emphasis on the consideration of oral skills as crucial for ESP learners. 
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However, T1’s conceptual understanding of the different modes of language 

entailed in ESP instruction seems problematic. To be specific, T1 demonstrated 

an understanding of presentations as a suitable means of teaching different 

modes of informal conversations in different situations, without considering other 

contextual elements such as the purposes or the audience which are significant 

shapers of texts (Bhatia, 2014). Such cognitive inconsistency in understanding 

the purpose and aims of ESP instruction raises important questions: how much 

ESP knowledge do these teachers hold and what conceptual basis do they have 

to enable them to form such distinctions?  

As also illustrated by others, there seems to be a gap between some teachers’ 

understanding of ESP and how they perceived the means of putting these 

understandings into action. Such misconceptions were also demonstrated by 

other teachers such as T2 and T7. For example, T7 who recognised the 

communicative element as important in ESP perceived its reinforcement through 

facilitating communicative events of a general nature such as involving learners 

with conversations with janitors and tea-ladies within institutional boundaries.  

All in all, teachers’ cognitions in terms of how they conceptualised ESP were 

quite varied. Some teachers simplistically viewed ESP as teaching disciplinary 

grammar and technical vocabulary. However, other teachers’ views were more 

resonant with an understanding of ESP that affirms arguments for shifting the 

understanding of ESP instruction from an exclusive examination of textual 

elements pertinent to specific genres, to the sensitisation of contextual, 

interactional and semiotic elements to provide learners with a more 

multidimensional perspective of their disciplinary texts in which language is 

taught in tandem with its contextual elements (Hyland, 2011). A broader issue to 

consider in this discussion is related to the area of ESP teacher professional 

development (Basturkmen, 2017), and whether the PD opportunities teachers 

received, if any, had an impact on shaping their ESP cognitions. Issues of 

teachers’ education and PD will be further unpacked in Section 6.2.3.  

Perceptions of specificity 

Specificity was a significant element shaping the teachers’ understanding of ESP 

and its entailed teaching responsibilities, therefore shaping their attitudes 

towards the ESP courses they taught at IAB.  
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In light of the wide (common core) vs. narrow (highly discipline-specific) angled 

types of ESP courses (Belcher, 2006), (see Section 3.2 for a detailed 

discussion), most teachers somehow demonstrated an acknowledgement of 

specificity in the ESP courses. Some teachers, however, viewed an ESP course, 

in theory, as only having a narrow angle. This support for high specificity was 

shown in the responses of some teachers such as T3 who indicated a 

discrepancy between her notion of an ESP course and the current level of 

specificity addressed in IAB’s courses: 

Actually, what is being taught is more of a general course but 

with a little bit of specification in some terms. Technical terms. 

Which we then recognise as ESP, but actually it is not an ESP 

course. (T3) 

T3’s notion of an ESP course was that it should be on the highly specific end of 

the ESP continuum, and that only courses that meet such expectations can fall 

under the category of an ESP course. T3’s understanding of ESP courses as 

disciplinary homogeneous resulted in further conceptual implications that 

impacted her attitudes towards the courses at IAB:   

if it’s an ESP it should be directed towards specific line or field. 

But we’re not doing that actually… And the ESP, we don’t want 

to call them anymore ESP […]  we can just name them like let’s 

say here Business 1,2,3, Education 1,2,3. And it’s gonna be 

more of a general course where you teach all the, you know, 

you’re gonna feed every department within the college but within 

a basic business class. (T3) 

T3’s recognition of ESP courses as purely disciplinary-homogenous led her to 

exclude disciplinary-heterogeneous (common core) courses from her personal 

ESP classification and to call for a re-labelling of IAB’s ESP courses, or even 

abolishing the whole program.  

Such specificity-related cognition was additionally understood from T7’s 

comments regarding teaching common core versus highly specified courses. In 

this respect, T7 first described her experience in teaching course 

ESP185/Business correspondence: 
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I feel like I am really teaching ESP. You are really teaching 

correspondence in this course. You are not teaching general 

grammar or mixed content for the different departments we have 

here. You are teaching business correspondence. How to write a 

business letter, formal, informal, and so on. Something specific. 

(T7) 

T7 continued to compare her positive experience in this course with that in the 

other ESP courses she taught at IAB:  

But the other courses I feel are not treated the same because we 

are not teaching them in the same way, how it is supposed to. 

They are general. (T7) 

In this example, specificity was an important indicator through which T7 

conceptualised an ESP course as highly specialized, targeting not only a single 

competency, but also a specific disciplinary division of language (business 

correspondence). Such cognitions contrasted with her rather unenthusiastic 

conceptualisations of common core courses, whose ‘mixed content for different 

departments’ made it closer to GE than ESP in her eyes. 

T2 presented another perspective somewhat aligning with findings from 

Handford and Matous (2015), demonstrating the virtue of interdisciplinarity in 

ESP instruction. Describing narrow focused courses as ‘pure ESP’, T2 explained 

the advantage of ‘intensively focusing on their [learners’] major’ by familiarising 

them with the specialised vocabulary used in their disciplines. At the same time, 

T2 illustrated the value of introducing learners to other disciplines: 

in the end it’s their differences I think that help them to expand 

because you’re in accounting you like numbers and you probably 

gonna be aiming to learn words related to that and she’s in 

management and she has […] management vocabulary. They 

can exchange those kind of experiences together […] So it 

actually helps them to interact together because each one can 

draw from her own background what she’s learned related to her 

major and bring it into the classroom. Because actually this is 

what I think will happen later on after they graduate. I don't think 

that they will stick to working with people from the management 
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or accounting or other fields. I think they will be mingling and 

working with other people from different fields (T2) 

In this case, ESP courses according to T2 can effectively expand learners’ 

awareness of the norms and practices employed in other disciplines and 

familiarise them with their potentially diverse working environments in which 

interdisciplinarity is a likely scenario. 

Such views concerning specificity are not surprising, bearing in mind the 

turbulent ‘troubled history’ of this concept that was, and continues to be, a 

debated topic in ESP (Hyland, 2011, p. 9). Most teachers depicted ESP courses 

as highly specific in nature. Such cognitions caused teachers to form 

expectations regarding the nature of knowledge in which they would engage and 

present to their learners, depicting this knowledge as also highly specific. The 

absence of this perceived specificity-level in some courses led teachers to make 

convictions of the insufficiency of wide-angled courses, viewing them as courses 

of GE nature. Accordingly, some teachers chose to resort to approaches that are 

rooted in their GE teaching repertoire (Johnson, 2016), rather than accepting this 

other unique paradigm (Belcher, 2006) and embracing its unique paradigmatic 

underpinnings. The impact of these perceptions will be further discussed in 

Section 5.1.2.  

Perceptions of teacher knowledge 

The cognitions illustrated above sparked another subsidiary key discussion point; 

what did teachers think they need to know to be able to teach ESP? Teachers in 

this realm demonstrated a discrepancy in relation to the value of disciplinary 

knowledge for ESP teachers.  

T6 appeared to be the only participant that explicitly encouraged the attainment 

of disciplinary knowledge as an ESP teaching requirement:  

you know what. We are ESP teachers. Doesn’t matter which field 

or which ESP given you teach it… I think as a teacher you should 

be able to teach it. And to be able to teach it you should have 

knowledge of it. This should come by default. Doesn’t matter 

whether it’s law, health, nursing, pharmaceutical. As teachers 

you prepare. (T6) 
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More specifically, T6 considered the attainment of disciplinary knowledge, and 

the preparatory processes to attain this knowledge, as part and parcel of the 

ESP teachers’ duties, irrespective of the conditions or targeted disciplines. Thus, 

T6 viewed an ESP teacher who lacked this knowledge as ‘lost in translation’ of 

ESP teaching responsibilities. Such response raises questions about the ESP 

teacher duties in attaining disciplinary knowledge and whether there are any 

delineated boundaries for the attainment of this knowledge for ESP teachers 

(Basturkmen, 2014; Wu and Badger, 2009).   

Other teacher participants were less enthusiastic towards T6’s characterisation 

of the ESP teaching responsibilities in this sense. In this respect, teachers 

discussed the nature of their ESP teaching roles alongside its entailed 

obligations. T5 commented in her answer to a question concerning the 

attainment of disciplinary knowledge as a requisite to teach ESP:  

no because I am teaching them English. For example the 

computing students know more than me in computing. The 

accounting students know better than me in accounting. I don’t 

know anything about accounting […] I know some vocabulary in 

accounting from the book we teach here that’s all. Teaching ESP 

doesn't mean you teach them the material of the specialization 

for example banking or computer […] No. This is not my job. (T5) 

T5’s understanding of ESP teaching as exclusively oriented towards teaching 

linguistic and structural components led to her perception of the marginal status 

of disciplinary knowledge within the ESP teachers’ job-specifications. Similarly, 

T3’s stance of disciplinary knowledge was linked to her role as a mere knower of 

this carrier (disciplinary) content and a teacher of real (language-based) content 

(Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998 , see Section 3.1 for details): 

I should know this or that term as an ESP teacher but it's not my 

job to teach it […] I mean they [ESP teachers] should have this 

knowledge of whatever they are teaching whether it's law or 

banking or whatever they teach. They should have it because 

they are teaching the language through this field. So they should 

not teach knowledge of this field but they should only have 

knowledge that enables them to understand what they are 

teaching. (T3)  
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In this sense, content knowledge in the eyes of T3 was a vehicle or enabling tool 

that would facilitate her ESP instructional mission, with no perceived obligation to 

teach it. Similarly, teachers like T2 and T4 agreed with T3 on the emphasis on 

language rather than disciplinary content teaching. This agreement stemmed 

from practical considerations concerning the feasibility of teaching multiple 

disciplines in common core courses due to institutional strategy of budget 

reduction:  

I think the teachers’ content knowledge is actually general. 

Because she’s got so many different majors. How can she just 

focus on one major? I don’t think that’s possible actually. She’s 

gonna have to know a little bit about this major and little bit of 

that content. Which is basically not something that we have to do 

actually. I mean we’re just teaching the language that they’re 

gonna be using in more of a communicative setting in their actual 

work. (T2) 

Although not denying the teachers’ need to attain disciplinary knowledge, T2 

conditioned this attainment with two factors; the course’s level of specificity and 

the learners’ disciplinary heterogeneity, and her personal interpretations of her 

teaching domain and responsibilities. T2 maintained: 

it’s difficult even if you try. I mean I’m a language teacher at the 

end of the day. I’m not gonna be working in business… ok my 

students are going to work there one day. Maybe. But teaching 

them business doesn't mean that I have to be an expert in 

business. Just teaching them the language used in their field. 

The language. (T2) 

To T2, language teachers, even ones who are involved in the teaching of specific 

disciplines, did not need to be highly knowledgeable in their target disciplines 

because it served no future professional value for them. As such, T2 inferred that 

disciplinary knowledge was more important for her learners than for herself as an 

ESP teacher whose knowledge of the discipline can be acceptably ‘general’. 

Such illustrated perceptions introduced above seem to suggest heterogeneous 

views concerning the status of content knowledge to ESP teachers, some 

centralizing disciplinary knowledge and others considering it as peripheral to the 

ESP teaching experience. Some substantial questions worthy of contemplation 
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in this discussion is directed towards teachers’ epistemologies, specifically 

towards the value of attaining content knowledge for them as ESP teachers (Wu 

and Badger, 2009). Appraising the teachers’ partly dispersed conceptualisations 

of their teaching responsibilities sparks curiosity towards the issue of how they 

operated these perceptions and accordingly viewed their ESP teaching 

framework. 

5.1.2 Teachers’ perceptions and their teaching approaches 

The teachers’ views regarding the purpose, scope, focus, and roles in ESP 

courses in light of some critical issues such as specificity and teacher knowledge 

were diverse. As such, teachers’ reported instructional decisions in their ESP 

courses also demonstrated discrepancy.  

Instructional plans for some teachers were informed by their interpretations of 

the underpinnings of the field as explained above. As can be seen in Table 5.1, 

the relationship between teachers’ ESP-related cognitions and their course 

practices was demonstrated in three different ways; a) teachers who viewed ESP 

from a highly textual and structural aspect; i.e. ESP as teaching vocabulary and 

grammar, b) teachers who viewed the communicative and contextual aspects of 

ESP, and c) teachers who demonstrated confusions and struggles in terms of 

how they conceptualised ESP and how they put these conceptualisations into 

action in their classrooms, classified as other in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1Teachers' conceptualisations of ESP vs. implementation 

 

Grammar/ Vocabulary 

(T5) 

• Didactic teaching 

• Teacher-centered

• Textbook based

• Grammar oriented  

• Vocabulary in isolation 

• Memorization

Communicative/ 
Contextual (T1, T3)

• Teacher as a facilitator

• Workplace preparation

• Less textbook based ‘a 
world beyond the 
textbook’

• Presentations/ 
Collaborations

• Skills reinforcement

• Recycling learned 
knowledge

• Learners' autonomy 

• Less focus on grammar

Other 

(T2, T6, T7)

• Struggles

• Integration of textual 
and communicative 
approaches

• Occasional 
implementation of 
ESP-compatible 
methods 



 144 

As a solitary case in the first category of Table 5.1, T5 showed congruence 

between her views and implemented teaching approaches in a way that was 

different from other participants. When asked about the difference between 

teaching ESP and GE courses, T5’s response was direct:  

I don’t see any difference in teaching ESP than teaching 

General. It’s the same for me. (T5) 

T5 did not state particular methods used for teaching her ESP courses based on 

her perception of no methodological distinction between GE and ESP, and her 

exclusion of disciplinary knowledge from her ESP teaching duties. As such, T5 

maintained that her ESP instruction was textbook-guided and oriented towards 

teaching grammar from the textbooks and external worksheets. Vocabulary in 

T5’s courses was taught through wordlists in which only meaning was 

emphasised and words were isolated from their contextual surroundings. T5 

seems to fall under the formal-authority style of teaching as demonstrated in 

some teacher typologies (Borg, 2015; Grasha, 1994; Phipps and Borg, 2009), in 

which her direct instructional style stemmed from her perception of herself as a 

source of authority in the classroom. 

As illustrated in Table 5.1, T1 and T3 showed the strongest consistency between 

how they conceptualised and approached their ESP courses. Perceiving ESP as 

a language teaching division involving the teaching of skills and competencies 

that help learners to function successfully in the workplace, T1 and T3 reported 

implementation of methods and approaches to reflect such understanding. 

These included attempts of introducing project-based instruction through group 

projects followed by presentations and recycling learned knowledge in different 

activities to familiarise learners with the multiple ways of exploiting knowledge. In 

addition, these teachers targeted some cognitive and metacognitive strategies in 

their ESP courses such as speed reading, scanning, enabling learners to reflect 

on their learning experience, and basic analyses of disciplinary texts to explore 

generic structures. They also chose to promote communication through 

presentations and encouraged learner empowerment and engagement through 

letting them set their own goals from the ESP courses. T1’s response provided 

an example for such strategies:  

I always ask them to use certain dictionaries that are on 

application in their phones which provides them with examples. 
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They will learn the habit of looking up any word they come across 

in their jobs after they have graduated and they will learn to 

understand the words in their contexts instead of reading them 

from a list. Then I also try to incorporate the same vocabulary in 

the group projects and then the presentations they will give 

throughout the course. (T1) 

It can be noted that the teachers discussed ESP instruction according to how 

they understood the traditions and practices required from their learners in their 

future careers (Forey, 2004). Thus for teachers such as T1 and T3, their 

instruction seemed to follow an activity-style, in which they worked as knowledge 

facilitators rather than transmitters (Borg, 2015; Grasha, 1994). This in T3’s 

viewpoint is required in ESP to cultivate learner autonomy to be ‘independent 

and able to search for knowledge instead of being spoon-fed’. This perspective 

somehow resonates with the modern-day depiction of ESP teaching as a 

‘rhetorical consciousness-raising’ approach (Hyland, 2018a). In this approach, 

learners are familiarised with both textual and contextual elements of their 

disciplinary genres and provided with a learning toolkit to support their 

autonomous learning experiences after their graduation.  

Interestingly, and as shown in the last column in Table 5.1, other teachers 

showed facets of disparity between their conceptualisation and implementation 

of ESP. While some teachers perceived ESP as a field of language teaching 

which entails learners’ engagement in professional in situ learning experiences, 

they still reported following a textbook-based approach in their ESP courses. T6, 

for example, focused on vocabulary, and T4 and T7 focused on vocabulary and 

grammar. This can be exemplified in T6’s discussion:  

As a teacher I mean for the business English I think maybe half 

the course should be conducted by having role playing in 

meetings, setting up businesses. Anything that they would need 

and has to do with business. Maybe role play as in if you’re going 

to a bank to open an account. How do you do it? Or if you have a 

complaint. Some customer service issues. These things that they 

don't study in a general course and that's what ESP teaching is 

about. (T6) 
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Despite her view that ESP can be best taught through a tactile ‘learning-by-

doing’ rather than ‘theoretical’ approach (i.e. gaining knowledge from textbooks), 

T6 still referred to her textbook-reliant approach elsewhere in her interview:  

I’m one of those guilty teachers. You know. You go. You open 

your book and then you try your best to teach them from what 

you have in it. (T6) 

This indicated a gap between how T6 understood ESP as a field of language 

teaching and how she interpreted such understanding in her classrooms. Such 

understanding of ESP as requiring a learning-by-doing approach was also 

shared by T7. Consequently, T6 and T7 reported attempts to augment their 

instruction with new ideas in which the missing concepts they perceived on ESP 

would be practically fulfilled. Such attempts included T6 involving learners in a 

project-based experience through organising a student-led business fair to 

engage them in learning about managing events, promoting, and selling 

merchandise. T7 similarly tried implementing project-based instruction in her 

ESP courses through group projects. For example, she asked students to 

research a company and write detailed profiles which they presented in the 

classroom. Such attempts, however, were retracted from the teachers’ 

instructional agendas in the following semesters. Although the teachers 

attributed these retractions to reasons that will be further discussed in Section 

6.1, these attempts and retractions seem to indicate the ESP teachers’ 

predicament of following a textbook instructional style to ‘satisfy the curriculum’ 

as described by T6, against their own depictions of ESP. It is possible that such 

back-and-forth struggle between textbook-constrained and more creative styles 

underpins the challenges some teachers might encounter when putting 

perceptions into action in the classroom. This in turn can lead to the 

consideration of ESP as an ‘unworkable’ approach (Bhatia et al., 2011), 

especially in a turbulent context such as IAB. 

T2 also demonstrated a sign of disparity between her ESP conceptualisations 

versus her implementation decisions. In general, T2 perceived a GE/ESP 

distinction through her comparison between the approaches she used in her own 

ESP courses versus her understanding of how they should be taught. At a 

conceptual level, T2 depicted the element of authenticity as significant in ESP 

instruction:  
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 I think teaching ESP is actually about having them [learners] 

face authentic things. Authentic situations. This is what they will 

be facing in the future. (T2) 

According to T2, ESP facilitates opportunities for learners to experience the type 

of situations similar to those they would encounter in their future careers to 

enable them to better cope with these situations. In her ESP courses, T2 

reported adopting a combination of the Communicative and Grammar-translation 

approaches. Through her use of phrases such as ‘to be honest’, T2 tried to 

justify her use of the latter approach in her ESP instruction which contrasts with 

her beliefs related to ESP instruction. More specifically, T2 showed her 

reluctance to consider Grammar-Translation as a suitable approach to satisfy 

this element of authenticity through which she conceptualised ESP instruction:  

I try to keep it communicative. As I said I like having students 

talk. But I also use the Grammar Translation a lot to be honest. 

Because, ah, the students are already weak in the language. 

(T2) 

T2 further expressed her reluctance towards adopting Grammar Translation 

which was more pertinent to GE than ESP and stated her aspiration to ‘expand 

her methods’ to differentiate her ESP and remedial courses’ instructional 

approaches. In order to adopt ESP-compatible approaches, T2 suggested tasks 

in which ESP learners were offered a window of engagement with a simulation of 

their potential professional worlds in which linguistic and discipline-related skills 

are addressed. 

In light of such attitudes and practices, the full consensus over the learners’ 

proficiency level as key to the difficulty of teaching ESP at IAB does not come as 

a surprise. Particularly, teachers heavily criticised their learners previous 

schooling experiences, deeming the dated approaches, outmoded curricula, 

lenient assessment, and the habituation of learners to such unproductive 

scenario as the main factor that challenges teaching ESP. It is possible, 

however, that a better understanding of ESP and how to approach tertiary-level 

learners could be achieved if these teachers had been: 

• equipped with a better understanding of how to deal with low proficiency level 

learners.   
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• educated that ESP is geared towards dealing with ‘the target rather than the 

students’ current level’ (Alexander, 2012, p. 105).  

In short, such concerns suggest the need for teachers’ awareness to be raised 

regarding their teaching and learning contexts and to educate them on how to 

deal with the challenges of these contexts more realistically. In other words, 

teachers’ cognitions need to be targeted by TE programs in order to provide 

teachers with opportunities to be educated and to critically reflect on their 

understanding of ESP. 

5.1.3 Learners conceptualisation of ESP 

The learners’ conceptualisation of ESP was less explicit than that of their 

teachers as they mostly discussed their needs and outcomes rather than how 

they understood the nature of ESP. Thus, the learners’ conceptualisation of ESP 

was elicited from discussions of their needs, wants and expectations of the ESP 

courses they have studied at IAB.  

Generally, learners shared with their teachers their acknowledgment of the three 

components which characterised ESP courses in their perceptions: the 

disciplinary, future, and professional aspects. Initially, this can be noticed in the 

word frequency search (Table 5.2) which represents learners’ repetitive use of 

words to highlight disciplinary, professional and prospective aspects of the ESP 

courses. The nature of words which was used by learners were somehow similar 

to those used by teachers (See Section 5.1.1).   

Table 5.2 NVivo word frequency search showing learners' conceptualisations of ESP 

Word  Count  Weighted 

Percentage (%) 

Similar words 

Working  157 0.43 work , worked, working, works 

Graduate  141 0.39 graduate, graduated, graduates, graduating, graduation  

Business  87 0.24 business 

Job 61 0.17 job, jobs 

Future 43 0.12 future, futures  

Banking  33 0.09 bank, banking, banks 

Accountancy  20 0.05 account, accountancy, accountant, accounting, accounts 

Workplace 19 0.05 workplace, workplaces  
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Employee  16 0.04 employee, employees  

Employed  11 0.03 employ, employed  

Administration  7 0.02 administration, administrative  

Recruited  6 0.02 recruit, recruited, recruiting 

 

The frequency of words in the above table indicates that learners highlighted the 

future, professional, and disciplinary components of ESP. As can be inferred 

from the table, learners mostly conceptualised ESP as a branch of language 

learning that helps them in professional future settings after the completion of 

their academic experience. These characterising aspects were vivid in the 

learners’ aspired goals from ESP courses like exploring their disciplinary genres 

(business, banking, administration) for professional reasons (working, job, future, 

workplace, recruited). In addition to the words provided in the table, learners 

used other words which indicated their understanding of ESP courses as ones 

which enabled them to explore different modes and functions of professional 

discourses within their disciplinary genres (oral, written, promotion, persuasion, 

expressing opinions) and learn discipline-related vocabulary items to enable 

them to effectively communicate with different groups of interlocutors in the 

workplace (manager, employees, customers). In addition to these 

conceptualisations, some learners viewed an ESP course to be ‘something 

different’ from their previous schooling language learning experiences; 

something which was viewed as more ‘advanced’, ‘new’, ‘not the same as high 

school’, and ‘college level’. Most of these learners, however, were not able to 

elaborate on such views, which can be a possible indication of the learners’ lack 

of ESP awareness in the context of IAB. This becomes especially evident when 

considering the teachers’ views regarding their learners’ ESP needs and their 

consequential reaction in this respect (See Section 5.2.1). 

Despite the above views, learners’ understanding of ESP was sometimes 

discrepant. In other words, learners’ views of ESP were not always in the above-

mentioned discipline-oriented way. This, for instance, was demonstrated in the 

lengthy, and rather tense contention between S3FG4 and S6FG4 over the 

fundamental aspects of ESP courses. S3FG4 strongly advocated the emphasis 
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on structural and textual components over disciplinary knowledge in ESP 

courses:  

The passive voice, he, she, it. If they don’t repeat all these things 

to us there will not be English in the first place […] English is not 

about topics and not about business and these things. English is 

about its grammar. In the passive voice and these things 

(S3FG4) 

Some learners like S3FG4 were less concerned with learning their disciplinary 

genres and aspired for accuracy to the detriment of attaining disciplinary 

knowledge in their ESP experiences. This indicated their understanding of all 

language-related experiences, regardless of type, as centralising around 

structural and textual elements as a proxy to achieving accuracy and therefore 

being regarded as successful language users. Such perceptions were similarly 

observed in previous studies (Peacock, 2001b; Phipps and Borg, 2009; Trinder, 

2013). A similar understanding of the language learning experience was 

discussed by other learners, e.g. S4FG3’s demands for activities such as 

dictation and pronunciation skills instead of focusing on discipline-related 

activities. Learners’ knowledge of their own discipline can be an influencing 

factor in this respect (Long, 2005). However, and due to the fact that neither the 

teachers nor learners have touched upon the issue of learners’ disciplinary 

knowledge in depth, I could not pursue the investigation of the impact of this 

issue on their experiences. 

The structurally-oriented perception was strongly contested by other learners 

such as S6FG4, who argued for an emphasis on teaching disciplinary language 

with the goal of preparing learners to use it successfully in future professional 

situations:  

We should be studying language related to our majors. Words. 

Writing. Reading. All related to our majors. We should learn 

grammar, but only in remedial courses, that's it. Then we should 

start learning how to communicate with others. For our jobs. We 

don't only need grammar there. (S6FG4) 

To S6FG4, disciplinary communicative discourses should be the core of the ESP 

courses, with all taught skills and competencies serving the aim of learning such 

discourses. Although S6FG4 still made later remarks about her need for 
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language accuracy (e.g. demands to improve pronunciation or learn grammar), 

she believed the essential mission of ESP was more disciplinary-and-

communicatively-oriented. Thus, structural items like grammar should be 

imbedded in disciplinary activities as she explained:  

We should do things related to our major now so that we can 

understand what happens in the job after that […] If they give us 

writing and ask us to think about it we will go and search for the 

grammar on our own instead of the grammar coming to us. 

(S6FG4) 

In this sense, learners like S6FG4 depicted ESP as a transitional phase in which 

they would be exposed to the type of situations that would enable them to form 

expectations regarding their future careers. Therefore, promoting autonomous 

engagement to explore and practice effective meaning-making tools were 

essential for these learners to understand their potential professional 

environments. As such, foregrounding discipline-related texts and knowledge 

while keeping structural elements on the periphery was expected by some 

learners in ESP courses. 

Bearing similarities with some teachers, others like S2FG1 also highlighted 

ESP’s communicative and interactive components to facilitate learners’ 

engagement and interaction with the learned content rather than merely 

receiving and memorising it. S1FG3 similarly confirmed this through her 

comparison between the current scene versus desired improvement for IAB’s 

ESP courses:  

More communication. Not just like now. A lesson that has been 

explained on the board and that’s it. It’s good to have more 

action. Not necessarily in the content of the lessons. Ok we could 

take the main topic of the lesson and then discuss it in general. I 

mean it is business and we will hopefully be in the business field. 

I mean our jobs. So it is better to have more conversation now in 

the class. (S1FG3) 

Corroborating the above views, S1FG3 also recognised the communicative 

aspect in ESP courses. Such communicative components entailed engagement 

in disciplinary tasks and activities and required the achievement of ‘confidence’ 
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and fluency in language use with less concern about accuracy as discussed by 

some learners in FG2, FG4 and FG5. S5FG5 provided another example: 

basically what is the purpose of the specific English we take 

here? It should actually be about how to communicate with the 

others and how to express your opinion or attract him and market 

this specific product in your future career. So you would 

categorize it all under the domain of business right? For example 

how can you address this topic related to your major? Or how 

can you convince this person? All these are categorized under 

conversation. So the main purpose is communication and your 

style of presenting topics to convince this or that person. And 

that’s why we must learn grammar. (S5FG5) 

S5FG5 provided a comprehensive conceptualisation of ESP in which she 

demonstrated different purposes, roles, and functions, in which potential ESP 

users would be involved in their careers. S5FG5 consequently perceived the 

need for a communicative aspect to ESP courses which addresses such goals. 

Although an initial impression of the essentiality of language accuracy and 

emphasis on structural aspects can be inferred from S5FG5’s demand for a 

focus on grammar, a deeper inference can be deduced from a subsequent 

excerpt: 

I need to know how to deal with him [foreign employee]. At least 

basic grammar. I do not need to be fluent like a nightingale 

[Laughing]. Few basic sentences so I can build my conversation. 

(S5FG5) 

Different from what S3FG4 mentioned above, learners such as S5FG5 assigned 

an instrumental and pragmatic role for grammar in ESP, enabling them to 

contribute to the construction and co-construction of meaning in the workplace 

by comprehending and delivering messages to others. Thus, the communicative 

purpose perceived by learners entailed the acquisition of grammar as a tool that 

facilitates successful professional communication.  

Such conceptualisations of the nature of ESP generated further aspirations for 

courses which were not confined to classroom settings and which engaged 

learners in authentic professional tasks and situations. This can be exemplified 

by demands for a practical mode of teaching ESP, such as S1FG5’s suggestions 
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to incorporate tasks of preparing CVs for preferred professional figures or 

S4FG5’s demands for field trips to observe work mechanisms and processes in 

situ.  

By and large, ESP was understood differently by IAB’s learner participants. 

Some learners emphasised textual and structural aspects and regarded the 

attainment of language accuracy as central to their ESP learning experiences. 

For other learners, ESP represented a bridge through which they were 

familiarised with the discourses of their disciplines. These courses were 

regarded as current opportunities in which learners practised their disciplinary 

discourses through interactions with other individuals, e.g. teachers and peers. 

Eventually, these academic classroom interactions would, from the learners’ 

viewpoint, serve in preparing them to use these discourses effectively, not 

necessarily accurately, in future professional situations. 

The findings in this section confirm recent research regarding the influence of the 

learners’ language-related perceptions in steering their attitudes towards their 

language courses and shaping how they approach their learning experiences 

(Ellis, 2008; Mercer, 2011; Peacock, 2001b; Trinder, 2013). The ‘dynamic and 

situated’ nature of these perceptions (Ellis, 2008) invites attention related to the 

significance of fostering these perceptions and taking them into consideration in 

course design and development (Trinder, 2013). The findings therefore attract 

attention about the value of considering the learners’ conceptualisations of ESP 

as an important influencer on the experiences in ESP courses. 

5.1.4 Learners’ conceptualisations and their ESP learning experiences 

The learners’ conceptualisations of ESP and their views of their actual learning 

experiences significantly reflected their attitudes towards the status quo of IAB’s 

ESP courses. This was evident in their comparison between the current versus 

expected conditions of the courses and through their stated aspirations of course 

improvements. 

Generally, the learners’ realisations of the fundamental aspects expected in ESP 

had an impact on their attitudes towards their ESP experiences. Specifically, the 

two groups of learners with differing views of ESP, i.e. textually-and-contextually-

based views, demonstrated different reactions towards the current state of the 

ESP courses.  
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The first group of learners, i.e. those who viewed ESP as textually-oriented, were 

quite satisfied with the current state of the ESP courses, and even some 

demanded a more strict and recurring focus on teaching grammar due to 

perceptions of effective learning experience as one which serves language 

accuracy. These learners constantly attributed their success in language 

attainment with being an accurate language user and obtaining high test scores 

and course grades. When discussing issues such as the fundamental aspects of 

ESP in FG2 and FG4, learners holding these views were quite defensive and 

uptight in their responses, trying hard to convince the other party of their views. 

This can be reflected in the quite nervous responses in FG4:  

S3FG4:  

No, not a secondary lesson [grammar]. Now there are a lot of 

girls who don’t know. 

S3FG4:  

If we don’t know these grammar items we will not know anything 

in English. 

S5FG4:  

What’s the point of it when I want to speak to you and I say ‘he’?  

Although learners did not state the sources of these views, a possible 

justification can be the considerable power of ‘core’ beliefs which are acquired 

from previous learning experiences or from an influence from their ESP teachers’ 

beliefs (Borg, 2015).  

The other group of learners held different reactions of their ESP experiences. For 

example, and based on how they perceived ESP, several learners reported 

positive impressions towards a particular course in the ESP program: 

ESP185/Business correspondence. Perceptions of this course’s efficacy 

revolved around a perceived congruence between their understanding of an ESP 

experience, content and adopted approaches and ones which they actually 

encountered in this course. S7FG2 explained:    

English correspondence is a different course. About emails, how 

to submit a CV, introduce yourself. The course was very good 
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[…] I benefited more from this course. I liked it because I 

understood how I can use these things in my future job. (S7FG2) 

The key to the success of course ESP185 in S7FG’s view was its fulfilment of 

the defining criteria for an ESP course: introducing discipline-related knowledge 

and tasks which familiarised and prepared her for a future professional 

environment. S1FG2 also perceived the efficacy of course ESP185 in addressing 

communicative tasks in a simulated manner that reflected possible workplace 

scenarios: 

There was a teacher in ESP185 who would let us do the 

homework and send it to her as an email […] I felt like a 

professional. You know. Having my own email and everything 

and communicating with people through it. (S1FG2) 

In S1FG2’s viewpoint, the professional and communicative aspects addressed in 

the teaching methods that were employed by her teacher led her to appreciate 

this authentic learning experience. Mirroring workplace practices was perceived 

as a significant element in S1FG2’s learning experience in order to learn means 

of effective professional communication. This significance stemmed from the 

perceived need for authentic situations which contributed to nurturing her 

professional identity. As such, learners like S1FG2 wanted exposure to how 

‘English is present in the world around them’ (Nickerson et al., 2005, p. 333), an 

element that was addressed in course ESP185 as pointed by learners.  

On the other hand, some learners showed less enthusiasm towards other ESP 

courses such as S7FG2:  

I feel that it is [course ESP350] ordinary. Grammar and things 

like that. Things that I came across in high school […] I am 

majored in banking and there is nothing [about specialisation][…] 

only few words like verbs borrow and loan […] I mean there 

weren’t many words that would benefit me as a banking student. 

(S7FG2) 

In her above excerpt, S7FG2 demonstrated her attitude towards common core 

courses such as ESP340 and ESP350. S7FG2 pointed to the little benefit she 

attained from these courses because of their grammar-and-vocabulary-based 

approach. What S7FG2 expected was a more in-depth understanding of the 
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nature of language use in her potential workplace scenarios. Such mismatch 

between the expectations of knowledge addressed in ESP courses and what is 

actually taught led to learners’ perceptions of these courses as ‘revision of 

grammar’, ‘basic’, ‘unhelpful’, and ‘does not promote to the level of a business 

college’. Instead, learners aspired for courses that were more ‘engaging’, ‘related 

to our majors’ and ‘preparing us for the job market in the future’. S2FG3 

explained:  

I don’t feel that the English language is just what they give us. I 

don't feel that we should study what we are studying now. In 

these courses I mean. I feel that there are things that we haven’t 

studied. Things that they [teachers] are not giving us. Related to 

our field. Advanced things that can enable us to communicate on 

a more professional level. (S2FG3) 

As stated, S2FG3 perceived a gap between what she attained in the ESP 

courses and the discipline-specific knowledge she expected. Perceiving the 

absence of such knowledge in the ESP courses generated some consequential 

attitudes and practices among learners. Some learners held convictions of the 

‘limited[ness]’ of these courses in addressing their discipline-specific knowledge, 

as exemplified by S3FG2. The heavily-addressed structural and grammatical 

knowledge in ESP courses increased perceptions of their inadequacy, as 

expressed by S1FG3:  

I feel that it [ESP courses] is very easy. The same grammar is 

being repeated over and over again. It’s simply because the 

English grammar is not increasing for example. They are the 

same and they only focus on that. So what you take before you 

take again and again later. There is no improvement. I feel that it 

is just steady.  (S1FG3) 

Learners such as S1FG3 questioned the effectiveness of such approach for ESP 

courses based on perceptions of ESP as a distinctive branch of language 

learning which goes beyond exclusive teaching of grammatical elements. 

Likewise, S6FG4 commented:  

Until now we have only taken two lessons like that [ESP-related] […] for 

example the conversation lesson, how to book an appointment and how to 

apologize and things like that […] What did we take in the rest of the 
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course? Grammar. Comparative, superlative, preposition, numbers, first, 

second, third. This is all what we took. So how is this any good? It should 

be related to business. (S6FG4) 

S6FG4, who conceptualised ESP as a field of language teaching and learning 

which entailed the teaching of discipline-related communicative discourses, was 

quite disappointed with the excessive focus on teaching grammar to the 

detriment of endorsing communicative elements. Such perceptions were further 

confirmed by her practicum experience:  

now I am an accountant in the financial department […] there are 

papers that came to me. They were in English. I had a look at 

them and I didn’t understand anything […] at the level of words or 

of some things that I see at the practicum I didn’t understand 

anything. I used to peek at some financial documents but I never 

understood anything to be honest with you. That’s why English 

here is weak. We will not benefit from the courses like that. 

(S6FG4) 

S6FG4’s disappointment in the course content seems to relate to her perceived 

need for ‘ESP as a Portal to Systemic Literacy’ in which she would gain ‘a 

systemic literacy awareness’ that enables her to understand and use the 

disciplinary generic conventions in future workplace settings (Bhatia et al., 2011). 

Consequently, S6FG4 reported independent attempts of immersing in practices 

that helped her address such goals like practising disciplinary texts (e.g. 

telephone conversations) with a proficient sibling and using dictionaries instead 

of Google Translator to look for meanings and examples of vocabulary items to 

enhance her word search skills. 

S2FG2 pointed to a similar feeling of disappointment towards the direct-

instruction mode employed by some ESP teachers which hindered the 

achievement of expected disciplinary and future preparatory components: 

To teachers these courses are like math. Get it over and done 

with and that’s it. Give the grammar rule. Memorize it. Apply it in 

the book. That’s it. Lesson is done. There is no communication 

about business topics, sales, marketing, human resources. There 

is nothing that can benefit us in the job after we graduate. 

(S2FG2)   



 158 

According to S2FG2, this restricted teacher-centred approach impeded the 

learners’ engagement in their disciplinary genres and in the communicative 

settings in which they might potentially find themselves. Based on the learners’ 

realisation of some ESP courses as not fulfilling ‘advanced business’ criteria, 

interaction and engagement with language in projects, presentations, and 

exposure to authentic professional texts were demanded as instructional 

remedy. S2FG2, for example, perceived that engagement in activities that 

tackled discipline-related knowledge such as a collaborative poster or model 

design was required in ESP courses. S4FG5 also suggested:  

I could go to factories or any place that have action […] you need 

to go out of the lesson boundaries, you know, the chairs, tables, 

and an ordinary lesson explanation. You need to go beyond all 

these things. It should be practical. There should be action […] 

we can take them to a trip to interview specialists and listen to 

someone who works in the ministry of finance to interview. To 

study a CV of a person there. The important thing is to hold 

activities in the class. (S4FG5) 

According to learners such as S4FG5, emphasising communicative and 

disciplinary aspects was important in ESP courses for learners to involve in the 

type of interactions that prepared them for their future careers. Learners 

regarded ESP courses as current opportunities to attain useful personal skills 

and qualities such as engagement, collaborative work, communicative 

confidence, autonomy, and empowerment for future professional scenarios. 

Based on such conceptualisations, ESP learning should not be confined to 

classroom boundaries (Cheng, 2011). Instead, as proposed by S4FG5 and 

others, learning can be achieved through experiencing the dynamics of potential 

workplaces in a more practical fashion. Finding little application of such 

instruction at IAB’s ESP courses, learners such as S4FG5 and S1FG3 looked for 

exposure to such knowledge in YouTube and self-initiated language practice 

groups. Others referred to some practices generated by such situation. These 

practices included learners’ preferences for teachers with more generous 

grading systems, which led them to hold an unenthusiastic stance towards the 

ESP courses in which they ‘attend like a zombie… just attend. Do nothing. And 
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then get out’, as depicted by S3FG5, all on the detriment of knowledge 

attainment.   

Some key issues worthy of contemplation arise from the above discussion. 

Represented by the impact of the learners’ perceptions on nurturing or impeding 

the ESP courses, ‘The power of beliefs’ (Hüttner et al., 2013) appeared to be a 

significant issue, consequently necessitating fostering learners’ awareness for 

the advantage of the ESP courses (Benesch, 2001). Teachers’ knowledge of 

such perceptions through enabling their learners to communicate these 

perceptions in the ESP classrooms is another issue that deserves consideration 

in the process of ESP course design and development.   

5.2 Perceptions of needs 

Teachers and learners’ conceptualisations in the realm of needs was another 

cognitive aspect which influenced the ESP teaching and learning experiences at 

IAB. It should be noted here that such conceptualisations were not informed by a 

scientifically based NA by any sort (See Section 6.2.1 for further information). 

The aim of this section is to explore how teachers and learners understood the 

learners’ needs from the ESP courses in such circumstances and how such 

perceptions contributed to shaping the ESP teaching and learning experiences.  

5.2.1 Needs in the teachers’ eyes 

Concerning needs, teachers at IAB viewed the attainment of ESP as minimally 

required for their learners. This conformity in teachers’ views relied on a key 

perception, i.e., a conceptualised dichotomisation between governmental and 

private working sectors.  

To be precise, teachers viewed private sector workplaces like banks and 

telecommunication companies as a context which required higher qualifications 

and abilities to communicate professionally. T2 provided her understanding of 

such contexts:  

It’s very important to have English there. Because you’re gonna 

be dealing with foreigners. People who don’t speak Arabic. So 

you have to have a medium of communication. And if you don’t 

speak English it’s gonna be really difficult to work there. (T2) 

Like T2, most teachers discerned private workplaces as entailing diverse cultural 

and linguistic backgrounds, a scenario that mandated a need for a universal 
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means to facilitate their communication. Conversely, the governmental sector, 

e.g., ministries’ departments, public hospitals and schools, was depicted as a 

monocultural environment as exemplified by T6’s: 

it’s not the language that is on paper here for ministries right? All 

the correspondence are in Arabic yeah? Paperwork. 99% as you 

see is Arabic. And in the workplace you have the group. They are 

all Arabic speakers around you. So basically they don’t use it for 

work or even to socialize. It’s all strictly Arabic. (T6) 

Similar to T6, most teachers believed that all types of discourses (written or oral) 

were practiced in Arabic in governmental workplaces. Therefore, ESP was not 

commonly used there due to homogeneous cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

Based on this perceived dichotomy, learners’ needs for a specific language 

genre depended on ‘where they want to work’ as understood from T2:  

a lot of jobs in the government section are not gonna be using 

English a lot of the time. But it is actually good for them to build 

on that language because who knows? Maybe in the future they 

may think about moving into the private sector where they 

definitely need it. (T2) 

As such, learners’ needs for their specific language genres were conditioned in 

the teachers’ minds with their potential professional destinations. Since teachers 

predicted that most of their learners would eventually serve in the governmental 

sector after graduation, such perceptions led to teachers’ scepticism towards the 

ESP value for IAB’s learners. T3 commented:  

You come to a big portion of them who know that they don't 

wanna go to a working environment or career involving English. 

They know they wanna work in a school, which they don’t need 

English [...] At the end of the day are they gonna work in Google 

or in a bank? I don’t think so. They’re gonna go to a school right? 

(T3) 

This in turn suggested a conditional relationship in the teachers’ eyes between 

the value of ESP and the learners’ potential careers, recognising higher ESP 

value for those joining the private sector and a lower ESP value for governmental 

workplaces:  
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When they go to the work. They don’t use all these. Not all of 

them. Most of them. They don’t need the English we’re giving 

them. These ESP. Especially when they work in ministries Ok? 

They don’t need ESP business and things like that. Unless she 

works in a bank or private company. That's where she needs 

ESP. And most of them do not work in banks and companies. 

(T5) 

T5 and other colleagues doubted the usefulness of ESP for learners involved in 

the governmental sector, which they perceived as a significant portion of IAB’s 

graduates. Even if learners aspired for prestigious careers such as being 

recruited in the banking sector, teachers anticipated learners’ inability to achieve 

such aspirations due to their low proficiency and therefore perceived an 

inadequacy to teach ESP in this context.  

In light of the continually shifting global scenario, teachers’ perceptions of the 

value of ESP for their learners were quite unexpected. More specifically, while 

modern-day ESP is regarded as ‘highly technologized and globalized’ 

(Flowerdew, 2013) with constantly evolving workplace needs (Northcott, 2013), 

some teachers in the current context held perceptions of a restricted local 

workplace environment, at least in relation to a large sector such as 

governmental workplaces. This entails perceptions of a cultural and linguistic 

homogeneity prevailing in such workplaces, and perhaps a lack of awareness of 

the indisputable uncontested global ESP concerns (Coupland, 2011; Ferguson, 

2007; Kennedy, 2012; Nickerson, 2005; 2013), which in turn impacts the 

teachers’ ESP course beliefs, practices, and instruction.       

5.2.2 Needs in the learners’ eyes 

Unlike teachers, learners allocated more prospective and professional value for 

ESP, which stemmed from a perception of the different needs and professional 

situations in which they envisioned themselves. This was alongside some 

teacher-learner agreements on some issues concerning the private-

governmental sectors’ dichotomy, as can be shown in Figure 5.2.  
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Figure 5.2 Learners' perceptions of ESP needs (Governmental vs. private sector dichotomy) 

Similar to teachers, the perceived nature of each sector played a role in the 

formation of the learners’ need-related perceptions, as shown in Figure 5.2. 

Specifically, from the learners’ perspective, the perceived cultural, ethnic and 

linguistic homogeneity of the governmental sector, i.e. predominated by Kuwaiti 

or Arabs, in comparison to the private sector’s heterogeneous environment, i.e. 

employees and clients from different backgrounds, provided less communicative 

opportunities in the former and fertile grounds for ESP utilisation in the latter.  

Some factors contributed to the formation of such perceptions such as 

independent explorations of potential workplaces and peer-alumni experiences. 

The professional experiences of S3FG2 and S4FG4’s relatives as school 

administrators, for example impacted their understanding of ESP use in 

governmental workplaces. Planning to undertake careers of a similar nature, the 

participants consequently perceived little value in learning something they 

appraised as peripheral to their future plans. Conversely, S8FG2’s friend’s 

mention of frequent ESP encounter in her banking career consolidated its need 

in S8FG2’s mind. Likewise, a visit to a telecommunication company impacted 

S6FG2’s view of the status of ESP in private sector:   

I went to a company before [name anonymised]. The first thing 

they asked was ‘Do you know English or not?’. The first question. 

And in levels too. You know? Good? Average?[...] So I knew I 

had to reach this level if I wanted a job like this. (S6FG2) 
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As can be seen in Figure 5.2 above, nearly all learners viewed ESP as mostly 

valuable in the private sector. Referring to several private workplaces, e.g., 

banks, telecommunication, insurance companies, private institutions, private-

business ownership, learners discussed the grounds on which they formed their 

perceptions. S4FG5 for instance shared her understanding of a private 

company’s working environment:  

Its main medium of communication would be English. The 

employees would be foreigners. English and other nationalities. 

The clients you need to communicate with also speak English. 

(S4FG5) 

Like their teachers, participants discussed their notions of the private 

workplaces; the entailed heterogeneous environment, the nature of the required 

duties, and anticipated specific discourse-types. Learners considered the private 

sector as demanding ESP knowledge. Exemplified by the banking workplace-

environment, S3FG1 discussed:    

in a bank foreigners might come and you might need to 

communicate with them. How to open an account for them. How 

to inquire about transactions and balances. Money transfers […] I 

think that those who are recruited in a bank are the ones who will 

mostly benefit from this business English curriculum. (S3FG1) 

As pointed out by S3FG1, this perception of a greater ESP value in private 

workplaces stemmed from perceptions of the nature of their working conditions. 

Such conditions in the participants’ views demanded specific English 

requirements.  

Moreover, and despite some teacher-learner agreements on a lower ESP value 

to those recruited in governmental jobs, a significant number of learners showed 

their disagreement in this respect as demonstrated in Figure 5.2. Several 

learners considered ESP as equally valuable in governmental careers. S4FG1 

gave an example from the Ministry of Health in which working as administrative 

employees entailed communicative events with non-Arab speakers: 

in places like the Ministry of Health we can have foreigners there 

who speak English. Doctors. Nurses. I have to communicate with 
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them. Their sick-leaves, promotions, other things. There are 

residents who also come to poly clinics. No it is useful. (S4FG1) 

According to S4FG1, the encountered interlocutors, their different roles in the 

workplace, and the nature of the targeted duties were similarly diverse in 

governmental workplaces. Consequently, ESP was perceived by learners like 

S4FG1 as a requisite to provide better service in such contexts. 

Similarly in S5FG5’s view, Kuwait, like several other countries, is a globalised 

setting where ELF dominates, or at least exists in, professional communication:    

It is a necessary evil or an obligatory must for every job you can 

have. It is normal that you would encounter 5 out of 10 non-Arab 

speakers. Particularly in these public places. You can see it 

yourself. Kuwait is full of residents. There are even more 

residents than Kuwaitis in Kuwait. So imagine if you work in a 

place and you have to deal with them, provide them with services 

[…] This is the reality that we need to live. English is necessary. 

(S5FG5) 

Based on such discernment of professional workplaces, the ability to use English 

in the workplace as perceived by some learners was fundamental regardless of 

the recruiting sector. In this sense, the need for language for professional 

communication in the eyes of some participants transcended the dichotomies 

perceived by other participants, teachers and learners. S5FG1 stated:  

When you work somewhere. Anywhere. This English we learn 

here is a must. I mean residents come from outside Kuwait […] 

foreigners come to you. You have to respond to and serve them 

no matter where you work. (S5FG1) 

S8FG2 also added:  

Two things are must haves wherever you want to work. 

Qualifications in English and computer skills. And not just any 

English. I mean anybody can learn English nowadays. They 

need advanced English depending on your major because you 

will have to use it in professional events like meetings and so on. 

So basic English would not help you. (S8FG2) 
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In this sense, as explained by S5FG1 and S8FG2, the value of attaining ‘an 

advanced’ level of disciplinary knowledge to survive and successfully contribute 

in any professional setting was accordingly perceived as a crucial professional 

requisite for any potential workplace.  

The learners’ perceptions of their professional needs took a different direction, 

some corroborating their teachers in the depiction of ESP as more valuable in 

private than governmental workplaces, and others opposing these views by 

arguing the value of ESP in the governmental sector which is perhaps equal to 

the role of English in private workplaces. Such views raise some key issues to 

consider that are concerned with the value of ‘Rescripting’ the roles of the ESP 

course beneficiaries (Belcher, 2006) to take into account learners’ knowledge, 

views and beliefs to inform the courses’ design and development.  

5.2.3 Impact of perceptions of needs on ESP teaching and learning 

experiences  

The above perceptions regarding workplace environments and subsequent ESP 

needs generated a range of reactions, attitudes and practices concerning the 

quality of knowledge attained from IAB’s ESP courses.  

Overall, as previously discussed, needs-related perceptions generated feelings 

of disappointment, frustration, and indifference towards the ESP experience 

among teachers and learners which led to some consequential practices.  

With respect to teachers, T5’s perception of the minimal role ESP can serve in 

her learners’ futures influenced her attitude towards her learners’ needs of 

disciplinary knowledge:  

The students? Honestly I don’t see any need for me as a teacher 

or a department to give the students a course or presentation or 

lecture to raise their awareness for ESP […] We should only 

worry about them taking the course, passing and moving to the 

next level. (T5)  

Not only did T5 rule out any need for some of her learners to attain ESP, she 

also recognised little benefit for them to be aware of any possible advantages 

ESP can offer them after graduation. As such, T5’s mental discernment of her 

learners’ needs generated an attitude of the uselessness of any additional effort 

exerted in the direction of equipping learners with ESP knowledge. Teachers like 
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T5 perceived these courses as merely an obstacle to overcome institutional 

requirements. T5 further explained:   

It could be positive to a certain extent. Not for the learning 

process. It’s positive for them to get marks because they don't 

need ESP. She knows the type of quizzes I have. Maybe I’m 

repeating the same quiz. So she learns. She copies all answers, 

you know what I mean. She gets a full mark […] she tells her 

[learner’s colleagues] “Give me T5’s quizzes. Let me see how it 

is”. She takes it. Memorizes it and gets 5 out of 5. (T5) 

Implicated by her perceptions of learners needs, T5 showed more tolerance 

towards some practices exercised by her learners such as cheating in exams 

which, as she professed, jeopardised their learning. This was demonstrated in 

her consideration of such phenomenon as ‘positive for them to get marks’. T5 

also indicated tolerance in her assessment strategies and stated minimal 

intervention with passive learners who did not participate in the classroom, 

leaving participation to learners’ own intrinsic motivation. T5’s classroom 

strategies and decisions provoke interest towards the concept of ‘goal 

orientation’; the impact of teachers’ cognitions on their conceptualisations of 

course goals and the roles these goals play in determining the classroom 

orientation whether to prepare learners for the exams or provide them with 

consolidated ‘deep knowledge’ (Lyons et al., 2017; Phipps and Borg, 2009). T5’s 

needs-related perceptions corresponded with T3’s:   

At the end of the day are they gonna work in Google or in a 

bank? I don’t think so. They’re gonna go to a school right? Give 

them what they need. Tailor to their needs. What do they need? 

They need General English. They don't need ESP here. (T3) 

As noted, T3’s beliefs regarding ESP needs were established on perceptions of 

the professional trajectories pursued by most of IAB’s learners. Implicated by 

such understanding, T3 claimed that shifting the courses’ foci to accommodate a 

GE instead of the less valuable ESP knowledge was more effective in serving 

everyday language needs which she perceived as more beneficial for these 

learners. Despite her position as a PhD holder and the ‘big debate’ she caused 

because of her decision, T3 stated her decision of only teaching remedial 

courses to ‘establish students, give them a good [GE] foundation’.  
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Similarly, teachers such as T2, T4, and T7 perceived most of their learners’ 

future involvement in governmental workplaces, a sector which they depicted as 

one with less ESP demand. This in turn reflected in their adoption of practices 

and approaches which endorsed GE instructions instead of ESP. Examples of 

such practices and approaches were the adoption of Grammar Translation 

approach, implementing systematic mechanical drills of grammatical features, 

and a ‘de-contextualised’ teaching of grammar and vocabulary items from 

grammar exercise sheets and word lists (Phipps and Borg, 2009). Such belief-

informed practices showcase the ‘entrap[ment]’ of some ESP teachers in 

structural elements of language teaching to the detriment of addressing 

contextually-oriented approaches that familiarise learners with the broader 

systems in which their disciplinary genres operate (Bhatia et al., 2011). 

Additionally, teachers such as T1 chose to encourage learners’ investment in 

ESP lessons through illustrating their GE-oriented benefits; in other words, 

introducing ESP content in a GE-disguised format. When discussing the lesson 

tackling application-filling skills, T1 explained:  

for example in ESP185 course I ask students […] “do you think 

you really need to know how to apply for a visa?” so they would 

go like “no we don’t” and then I would ask them “instead of taking 

your application to an agency where they help you fill it out and 

get money would you feel like doing it yourself?” then they would 

be encouraged to study or learn about applying for a visa. (T1) 

According to T1, the learners’ lack of interest in learning form-filling skills due to 

a perceived lack of career-related need for such skill caused T1 to introduce ESP 

content through GE-oriented objectives. Whether or not T1’s instructional 

decisions were sound in this situation, her implemented actions raise questions 

regarding the teachers’ dilemmas between addressing the issue of learners’ 

ESP-related needs on the one hand, and maintaining an adequate level of 

interest, satisfaction, and engagement on the other (Belcher, 2006). It also raises 

further issues regarding the learners’ ‘rights’ (Benesch, 1996; 2001) to be aware 

of the opportunities in which they would find themselves using this specific genre 

of language.    

As for learners, their perceptions of the nature of the future careers awaiting 

them after graduation also had an impact on shaping their reactions and 
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attitudes towards their ESP courses. A general discontent was shown by 

learners towards the quality of knowledge and skills attained in the ESP courses, 

critiquing their usefulness for their future professions, and sharing consequential 

feelings of anxiety and lack of conviction concerning their future experiences. 

Learners also pointed to the impact of their teachers’ perceptions of their ESP 

needs and the impact of these perceptions on their learning experiences.   

The learners’ perceptions regarding their future professional needs and their 

classification of their potential workplaces (i.e. governmental vs. private sectors) 

influenced how they felt towards and approached their ESP learning 

experiences. S6FG1, for example, seems to have built her plans around an 

expectancy of the minimal use of ESP in governmental places, therefore aiming 

for a governmental job to avoid ESP-based interactions:   

I feel that I haven’t benefited at all [laughing]. Because when I 

listen in the lecture it goes in one ear and out the other […] For 

me no matter what happens I don’t want to work in a place that 

involves English. I want a simple job in any ministry and that’s it. 

But the problem is now English is everywhere. So I don’t know. 

(S6FG1) 

S6FG1 demonstrated awareness of a prevailing presence of ELF (Nickerson, 

2013) in any workplace which entails possible encounters with disciplinary 

discourse. Nevertheless, her perceptions of the nature of governmental 

workplace environments still steered her professional preferences. The above 

demonstrated discrepancy in S6FG1’s response can reflect her inner conflict 

with her beliefs regarding the role of English in professional settings in general 

and in local governmental workplaces in specific. Such conflict involves the 

impact of ‘lay theories’ based on prevailing subjective perceptions regarding the 

governmental workplaces on the one hand (Hüttner et al., 2013) and her belief of 

the spread of English across the globe on the other. Aspiring for a workplace in 

which English was not a challenging requisite, such perceptions caused S6FG1 

to invest little time and effort in the course and in learning ESP. This confirms the 

role of the individuals’ beliefs in guiding their aspirations and consequential 

actions (Borg, 2015), even if such beliefs came in opposition to other beliefs 

these individuals might hold about their contexts.  
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While learners like S6FG1 depicted governmental work environments as 

linguistically static with no ESP interaction, others such as S3FG2 were less 

certain:  

I will work as an admin. But an admin in what exactly? The 

schools are not benefiting from the English language. I mean I 

don’t know what they need there. If I become a school admin for 

example. I am worried. I don’t see all the ones before me using 

the language. So I don’t know how I would benefit from it. I want 

someone to clarify the idea to me. Now I have studied English 

how would it be useful to me in the future? How exactly will I use 

it there? What benefit would I get? There is nothing like that […] 

They just teach English and ‘ok. Go. And whatever you face you 

will have to deal with it later’. (S3FG2) 

Despite earlier acknowledgments of the globalized status of English in workplace 

settings through her comment ‘I feel that it is becoming very important 

everywhere nowadays. It is becoming as important as Arabic’, S3FG2 still 

expressed uncertainty towards the likelihood of encountering and using ESP in 

governmental workplaces such as public schools. Her uncertainty was linked to 

inability of forming clear expectations of how to cope with situations in which she 

would be required to interact via English in the workplace. Similar to S6FG1, 

S3FG2 also demonstrated the impact of such conflict between the learners’ 

understanding about their future workplace needs versus their understanding of 

the ecological conditions surrounding their professional contexts (Borg, 2015; 

Hüttner et al., 2013). Respectively, and in light of her uncertainty, S3FG2 

expressed consequential feelings of anxiety toward starting a professional 

experience after graduating. Similarly, S1FG3 elaborated the uncertainty of the 

value of ESP for her as a computing student:  

It is a different world [computing]. And this is a business college. 

It is true that computing and business can be connected but not 

in the way they teach us. Or at least they are not treating it how it 

should be treated. They should show us the connection. How can 

this business English benefit me as a computing student? Maybe 

for marketing? Sales? But I am compelled to study English in this 

way because that's what's available for me. (S1FG3)  
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Although S1FG3 showed undetermined awareness of possible communicative 

channels of interrelatedness between business and computing, she still 

expressed her confusion regarding how these disciplines intersect and interrelate 

in the ESP courses to meet her disciplinary needs. In other words, S1FG3 

perceived inconsistencies between the theoretical dispositions of ESP needs 

relevant to her discipline and their practical application in the ESP courses at 

IAB, thus justifying her rather negative attitude towards ESP courses:  

I didn’t feel any change. Or that it [ESP courses] was a new level 

or that I would improve my English through it. (S1FG3) 

S1FG3 perceived herself as a competent language user who was ready to 

engage in an ESP learning experience that qualified her to join her aspired future 

workplace. Her depicted ESP needs tackled professional preparation through 

exposure to disciplinary communicative discourses such as conversations and 

report writing, and acquaintance with disciplinary vocabulary that allowed her to 

engage in communicative events such as meetings and field visits. However, the 

GE structurally-oriented courses were effective neither in addressing S1FG3’s 

uncertainties regarding disciplinary interrelatedness issues nor in providing her 

with the preparatory element she perceived as essential in an ESP course. As 

confirmed by S1FG3, familiarising learners with the connections between what 

they learn and why they learn it and showing them possible means of disciplinary 

interrelatedness (Handford and Matous, 2015) is a key factor in nurturing their 

motivation and participation in an ESP course. 

Based on their conceptualisations of the nature of working conditions in 

governmental and private sectors, other learners also held a sceptical position 

towards the reward attained from these ESP courses. S8FG2, for example, 

explained:  

I am ashamed that my language is weak. I don’t feel that it is 

within the required level for a job in banking… So I don’t know. 

But they said that the banks usually give its new employees a 

language course. They said that they would give us a course 

before we actually start working there. This is what is comforting 

me a bit. (S8FG2) 

In light of the prevailing perception of the profound demand for ESP in the 

banking sector and their perceived low proficiency levels, learners with 
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aspirations for a banking career like S8FG2 expressed apprehension of 

embarking on a workplace experience as a banking employee. Perceptions of 

these humble language abilities were implicated by perceptions of the ESP 

courses’ lack of effectiveness in addressing their disciplinary needs and 

improving their communicative competence. Learners viewed the courses as 

‘limited’ in providing them with the communicative ability to confidently partake in 

the banking world. Respectively, S8FG2 looked forward to the ESP courses that 

would be offered by her future recruiter while others such as S1FG1, S7FG2 and 

S2FG5 made decisions to avoid recruitment in the banking sector due to feelings 

of apprehension towards fulfilling a banking position.  

Another factor which shaped the learners’ ESP experiences in their views was 

the teachers’ perceptions of their ESP needs. Some learners complained about 

their teachers’ underestimation of their ESP needs due their own 

conceptualisations of the learners’ career-related needs. S4FG1 commented 

that:  

here they [ESP teachers] have taught us that “you are a 

secretary. You are an admin”. So papers, Arabic, typing and so. 

They don’t tell us that we will use English. No. (S4FG1) 

According to S4FG1, the teachers perceived a stereotypical image regarding 

their learners’ potential careers with limited communicative tasks and activities 

involving no opportunities for L2 language exposure or interaction. These 

teachers’ perceptions in S4FG1’s view hindered their learners’ opportunities to 

be exposed to the possible scenarios in which learners might need to use 

English in professional settings.   

Another example from FG2 demonstrated the learners’ reactions towards the 

discrepancy between their conceptualisation of their ESP needs and that of their 

teachers:    

S8FG2:  

Miss Manal teaches us correspondence. After two weeks she 

told us “don’t be scared. ESP350 is not difficult because it is 

suitable for your level... You will learn to write a few emails you 

need for secretarial jobs. It is not as advanced as the courses 

given in the United University”.  
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S6FG2:  

But I feel that the whole principle is wrong. 

S2FG2:  

This is wrong. Why would she judge that this is our level and this 

is what we need? 

The participants in FG2 acknowledged the teacher’s good intentions in depicting 

the course as easy and addressing basic language needs within the secretarial 

field. However, they were dissatisfied with such oversimplified depiction of their 

specific needs. The impact of such over-simplification of the learners’ ESP needs 

was also exemplified by S3FG2’s encountered situation:  

She always discouraged us and said that we do not need this 

business English after graduation and only explained from the 

book […] The only thing she did is “read and I will read with you”. 

And then all our grades are B […] This thing affected me. It made 

me less enthusiastic towards hard work. I mean why would I? 

(S3FG2) 

As noted, S3FG2’s demotivation towards her ESP experience stemmed from her 

teacher’s conceptualisation of learners’ ESP needs as minimal, which 

consequently resulted in grading procedures through which she unfairly 

evaluated her learners’ language abilities. Instead of this ‘frustrating’ underrated 

understanding of their ESP needs, as suggested by S7FG2, a more robust 

Target Situation Analysis in which learners’ needs were elicited from their 

potential careers should be adopted (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987). 

Findings in this section highlight important issues which can be encapsulated in 

the question of who should be involved in decision-making concerning the 

learners’ ESP needs. In light of the teachers and learners views’ discrepancies 

demonstrated in this section, a critical needs analysis in which issues of power 

and hierarchy should be considered, in order for the learners to have the 

opportunity to voice their needs-related perceptions and participate in the ESP 

courses’ decision-making processes (Belcher, 2006; Benesch, 2001). Also, since 

teachers and learners are ‘thinking and feeling agentic individuals’ in their 

contexts (Hiver et al., 2018, p. 20; Trinder, 2013), their highly influential ‘lay 

theories’ concerning the perceived ecological conditions surrounding a given 
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context should be scrutinised (Hüttner et al., 2013). This is to better understand 

their impact on the ESP teaching and learning experiences and how they shape 

their teaching and learning trajectories. 

5.3 Summary  

This chapter showcased the cognitive factors that had an impact on the ESP 

courses at IAB and how these factors helped to shape the ESP teaching and 

learning experiences in this context. My exploration in the data yielded two main 

factors in this realm: ESP and needs conceptualisations.  

• The nature of teachers’ conceptualisations of ESP was a significant factor 

which influenced the instructional decisions implemented in their ESP 

courses.  

• Learners’ understanding of ESP generated a range of attitudinal and 

behavioural implications which generally reflected dissatisfaction with the 

quality of IAB’s ESP courses. This in turn resulted in a state of 

demotivation among learners towards their ESP experiences.  

• Teachers’ and learners’ perception of needs was similarly an important 

factor which shaped the teaching and learning experiences at IAB. 

Specifically, teachers’ and learners’ perceptions of the nature of the 

learners’ potential workplaces significantly guided their attitudes and 

reactions towards the ESP courses, consequently leading to practices 

which reflected a secondary value of ESP for IAB’s learners. 

• Additionally, learners who perceived a value for ESP for their potential 

workplaces expressed a state of demotivation towards the current 

textually-oriented ESP courses which did not fulfil their expectations of an 

ESP experience.    

The next chapter demonstrates additional findings concerning the environmental 

factors shaping the ESP experience in the context of this study.  
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6 Findings: Environmental influences 

This chapter presents findings related to the environmental issues influencing 

ESP teaching and learning experiences at IAB. The first section deals with 

teachers’ and learners’ views concerning the impact of some social 

categorisations on the ESP teaching and learning experiences. The second 

section involves findings from the teachers’ lenses which tackle the discussion of 

some institutional factors impacting the teaching and learning experiences at 

IAB.  

6.1 Influences of social categorisation 

Social categorisations such as race, ethnicities, socioeconomic status (hereafter 

SES) and gender are ‘product[s] of discursive construction’ (Kubota and Chiang, 

2013; See Section 3.4 for discussions of social categories). These categories are 

born and nurtured by social dealings and relations rather than being a matter of 

predetermined entities. For that, the exploration of language and language 

scenarios should be socially and discursively, rather than universally, situated in 

the context of its occurrence (Dressen-Hammouda, 2013). As illustrated in 

Figure 6.1, socioeconomic and gender-based issues, as well as ethnic 

distinctions and social and cultural norms were all present as influential factors 

on the ESP experiences in the discussions of the teachers and learners. 

 

Figure 6.1 Factors impacting ESP teaching and learning experiences at IAB  

Although the term socioeconomic influences can be initially understood from its 

financial dimension, several other indices also underpin this term. In this 

research the term SES is understood as ‘one’s access to financial, educational, 
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and social resources, and the social positioning, privileges, and prestige that are 

derived from these resources’ (Pace et al., 2017, p. 287). This is not only 

confined with individuals’ access to such resources, but extends to other actors 

within individuals’ contextual surroundings; parents and siblings for example 

(Shin and So, 2018). Considering the current affluent nature of the Kuwaiti 

society, and Block’s (2012) account of the challenge of separating discussions of 

social categories due to the impact historically-rooted, present and future of 

individuals in these social categories, the ‘E’ in SES in this study is considered 

from a lower-case rather than an accentuated form. Therefore, the focus of the 

discussion in this area is how much access individuals of certain social 

categories have to resources that facilitate their learning and how likely it is they 

influence their ESP experiences.  

Gender-based aspects are discussed in this research in light of issues such as 

power distribution and gender-roles’ balance in some ethnic backgrounds 

(Kubota and Chiang, 2013). Since ‘beliefs are viewed as emergent in social 

contexts and (re)shaped through specific instances of social interaction’ (Yang 

and Kim, 2011, p. 325), gender-based aspects were rooted in the beliefs, norms, 

and practices of the ethnic groups identified in this research, Hadar and Badu 

(Ghabra, 1997; See Section 2.2 for discussions of social categories in Kuwait; 

Holliday et al., 2017). Findings in this section demonstrate how such factors 

contributed to shaping teachers’ and learners’ ESP experiences as per the 

current state of affairs.  

6.1.1 Teachers’ views 

Teachers discussed some challenging environmental aspects which they 

perceived as influential to ESP teaching and learning experiences at IAB. These 

involved discussions of some social categorisations, namely learners’ SES and 

gender-related issues adopted and practised in their environments. Such 

categories were discussed by teachers as part of broader perceptions of the 

wider social contexts of their learners. 

Socioeconomic influences  

Generally, teachers mentally categorised their learners through socioeconomic 

and ethnic groupings. An example of this was shown in T5’s comparison 

between her ‘urban’ (Hadar) vs. ‘suburban’ (Badu) learners, perceiving most low-

achieving learners from the latter group. It should be noted here that this 
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distinction does not only mark geographical demographic distribution as may be 

initially understood, although geographical distribution plays a role in this 

demarcation. The distinction similarly highlights ethnic differences with 

subsequent socioeconomic and cultural variations.  

Reference to learners’ ethnicity was also made by teachers such as T1 and T7 

who depicted most of their learners as ‘those from Bedouin backgrounds’. 

Notably, T1 and T7 concurred with T5 regarding the low language proficiency of 

Badu learners and discussed factors shaping these perceptions. A reference to 

the substandard SES was illustrated in T3’s imbedded comparison between 

upbringing practices within the Badu and Hadar small cultures: 

most of our students are not from the upper... or let’s say… I’m 

sorry to say this… like what... upper or higher [...] better off 

community. No. They’re from the other side. Uncivilized or let’s 

say not modernized. I don’t wanna use these words I don’t think 

they’re very nice. But I think they have not been reared in the 

way… or exposed […] to other cultures when they were raised in 

the same way that other people have. Like for example me and 

you. (T3) 

Despite trying to avoid Othering in her discussion, a sense of distinction between 

the Self and the Other can be inferred from T3’s excerpt (Sandhu and Higgins, 

2016 See Section 3.4 for definition of Othering). In her excerpt, T3 emphasised a 

contextual historically ingrained us-versus-them cultural categorisation (Al-Nakib, 

2016; Longva, 2006) in which the Hadar was seen as the more modernised and 

prestigious of the two cultures. As such, teachers perceived particular 

socioeconomic features of the Badu communities which they thought were 

influential to ESP teaching and learning experiences. In the above excerpt for 

example, T3 depicted her Badu learners’ SES as lacking prestige, proper 

education, modernisation, and living in an environment where exploration of 

other cultures was limited. This came in opposition to Hadar, within which she 

included herself, whose SES offered them what Badu lacked and therefore 

demonstrated more positive learning outcomes. This was also demonstrated in 

teachers’ depictions of Badu community as ‘strict’, ‘disturbing of the learning 

process’, and ‘not interested in language or education’, reflecting passivity and 

indifference towards the value of learning in general and language learning in 
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specific. Familial recognition of the value of L2 learning as indicated by Hiver et 

al. (2018) is a crucial influencing factor on teacher motivation.  

In T5’s view, for instance, the wider socioeconomic conditions in which her Badu 

learners were involved have contributed negatively to their language-learning 

experiences. Among these conditions were the limited exposure to English in 

daily-life situations, e.g. basic conversations with foreign domestic helpers, which 

is implicated by a familial lacking recognition of the value of English as a globally 

predominant means of communication, and parental lack of encouragement for 

language learning for the aforementioned reason. Such characteristics were 

paired, by T5 and others, with perceptions of an inadequate education attained in 

suburban schools where most Badu learners resided. T7, for example, observed 

better language competencies of learners residing in Hawalli or Al-Asema 

Governorates (Hadar populated governorates) compared to those residing in Al-

Jahra (Highly populated with Badu). T5 corroborated:  

So it is because of their background. Teaching in high school is 

very poor. But I’m talking about those students that we have here 

in this college who come from areas which are far. Not from the 

city you know? Not from Kuwait City. From the suburbs. These 

are the ones that we have problems with. (T5) 

As understood from T5, learners’ quality of education was linked to the 

geographical landscaping of the two discussed strata, with urban learners 

receiving better education, specifically language education, than their suburban 

peers. Although most learners of both groups attended public schools, 

educational variances were, as teachers clarified, due to access to better 

teaching and learning experiences in urban areas. Accordingly, T5 reported 

encountering difficulties with her suburban learners in basic language 

components and competencies such as basic sentence structures and reading 

comprehension. Such difficulties exacerbated when teaching ESP components 

like disciplinary vocabulary due to learners’ inability to exploit such knowledge 

after the learning takes place.  

The above scenario resulted in the proliferation of some practices which 

teachers found extremely challenging for the fulfilment of their instructional 

mission. The most recognised phenomenon was Wasta, or nepotism, in which 

individuals used their social capital and networking as a currency to gain 
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undeserved benefits. Teachers perceived such practices as prevalent, although 

not exclusive, in Badu communities. T7, for example, explained how ‘they run 

things through nepotism in AlJahra [Highly Badu-populated area]’. This, as 

teachers explained, stemmed from an indifferent stance towards knowledge 

attainment in general and language education in particular.  

Teachers maintained that as a consequence of their lived realities, short term 

goals such as passing exams and achieving high grades were more valuable to 

learners of such backgrounds, even if this was through nepotism. This posed 

serious challenges in teaching ESP as explained by teachers. T6 shared a 

specific situation in this respect:  

At the end of the day they [family members] come and say we 

want her to pass because it is only English. Or they bring their 

Wasta. Last semester I had this guy from one of the 

representatives, MP. He came to talk about his daughter whom I 

failed and asked me to pass her. He said it's not reasonable that 

she would fail in a subject that is not part of her major. So they 

don’t mind throwing these things in your face. But they will not 

give them that investment. (T6) 

Although T6 does not explicitly state the ethnic group from which the actors of 

this story belong, the contextual clues in this interview segment corroborated 

with other observations made by T6 regarding the experienced realities of Badu 

communities which were also recognised in the literature (e.g. family male-

members’ control of female-related decisions, restrictions on females’ driving) 

(Ghabra, 1997; Tetreault, 1999; Zuhur, 2003). Likewise, T5 referred to the 

pressure of ‘external interference’ of receiving constant requests to pass failing 

students from the learners’ family members. According to T6 as well other 

teachers, nepotism was common among some Badu communities because of 

their consideration of English in general, and ESP in particular, as ‘subservient’ 

courses (Benesch, 2001) which should not be treated equally to disciplinary 

courses in terms of grading policies.   

Additionally, teachers maintained that such conditions had an influence on the 

learners’ attitudes towards the ESP courses. Teachers such as T4, for instance, 

explained how this scenario turned the ESP courses in the eyes of her learners 

into a mere obstacle which they thought they would eventually overcome through 
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the means of Wasta with no concern about gains or knowledge attainment. T7 

maintained that learners viewed ESP courses as secondary or marginal due to 

the above discussed environmental influences. Exemplified by occurrences of 

some plagiarism acts, T7 discussed her learners’ unmotivated stance towards 

achieving successful learning in exercises involving simulated workplace 

activities. Prolonged absence, late arrival to class without required materials, and 

lack of enthusiasm to exert time and effort in completing tasks or working to earn 

bonus marks were also among practices which marked a lack of learners’ affect 

towards ESP under their lived circumstances. T5 added:  

sometimes it comes from the student herself. She tells you that’s 

it I will fail and if you don’t pass me… and sometimes she also 

asks for an A […] they're used to it. She doesn’t work. She’s an F 

and she wants an A because she needs to finish and get out of 

college [sic]. (T5) 

Perceiving the power which their social capital and networking offers them, 

teachers like T5 claimed that some learners viewed nepotism as a currency 

which they can deploy to attain their desired goals. Such contextual conditions 

can explain some practices exercised by teachers to adjust to the situation at 

hand such as softening the ESP specificity level, adopting a tolerant grading 

policy or offering generous bonuses to pass learners and avoid pressuring 

‘headaches’:     

I can't work like that. I mean even if one thinks of teaching proper 

ESP. I mean forget about it. Why should I? If I am going to pass 

her (the learner) at the end. Let her study simple English and 

pass on her own instead of giving myself a headache (T5) 

Perceiving the influence of the above explained environmental factors on the 

academic context, T5 chose to restructure her role as an ESP teacher and to 

deviate from the fundaments of ESP instruction (Basturkmen, 2014; 2017). 

Achieving a peaceful teaching experience in such circumstances through the 

conflation of GE and ESP was therefore targeted by many teachers to the 

detriment of the latter.  

Gender-related influences 

Another facet highlighted by teachers tackled perceptions of gender roles among 

Badu communities based on cultural understanding of the rights and 
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responsibilities of each gender group. Respectively, such gender-related 

perceptions contributed to shaping IAB’s ESP experiences. Generally, teachers 

observed Badu as a highly patriarchal community in which the upper hand in 

decision-making in different aspects of females’ lives is granted to male family 

members. T6, for example, mentioned that her learners’ marriage decisions and 

dates were determined by male family members, creating disruptions to their 

learning in the ESP courses due to their constant need to be absent at critical 

times against their wish such as project submissions, presentations and exams. 

This suggests an imbalance in the distribution of roles and power among 

genders in the decision-making process in conservative Badu communities 

(Zuhur, 2003). T6 highlighted such imbalance:  

I have even had students who can’t come because there’s no 

one to bring them to college […] They [family] will only send them 

when somebody is available if they don’t have a driver. One time 

I had girl, her dad travelled, her brother travelled, and she start to 

skip on 2 weeks. No car to come to college because education is 

not their priority […] you’re talking about family support. They 

don’t see the value. Even though they want them to graduate and 

have a degree, yet they don’t see the value in this specific 

language they are learning. Investing what support we should 

give to her to graduate. (T6) 

Important issues can be inferred from the above excerpt. T6’s discussion 

highlighted masculine perceptions of the minimal advantage for female family 

members’ attainment of high-standard education and acquaintance with 

discipline-related knowledge required for successful professional experiences. 

According to T6, language, specifically disciplinary language, was not regarded 

as an asset or useful resource by learners’ surrounding family members. This 

can be ascribed to perceptions of the nature of careers potentially awaiting IAB’s 

female learners after graduation as demanding limited exposure and contact with 

others (See Section 5.2). Implicated by such perceptions, some learners were 

deprived of the means, resources and support through which they can organise 

and enthusiastically engage in a successful learning experience as proposed by 

T6.  
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Such underpowered status was also shown in some learners’ inability to make 

their own decisions concerning current academic or future professional 

preferences. T5 maintained:  

She comes to our college not because she likes to study 

business. She comes here to this college because of her GPA 

and because her family wouldn't accept her going to a mixed 

university that’s all. (T5) 

From their early tertiary-education stages of selecting academic preferences, 

learners from such communities encountered masculine authoritarian powers, 

limiting their options to strictly segregated institutions due to cultural beliefs and 

norms which disapproved of mixed-gender education. This scenario continued to 

influence learners’ career-related plans. T2 claimed: 

the male members of their family probably want them to be let’s 

say in a female only environment when they graduate. (T2) 

Most of these highlighted settings as indicated by teachers were governmental 

such as administrative jobs in ministerial departments or public schools. The 

segregated nature of such workplaces made them attractive recruitment options 

in the eyes of the learners’ male siblings. As proposed by teachers, learners had 

little space and power to negotiate their gender role and voice their opinions in 

this matter even if this was against their professional aspirations. Such 

professional destinations were perceived by numerous teachers and learners as 

demanding limited ESP due to their monocultural environment. Consequently, 

teachers pointed out their learners lacked affect towards ESP. This was due to 

the invisibility of the potential benefit of specific genres to the professional futures 

already sketched for learners by their male siblings. The teachers themselves 

held a similar frustrated stance towards teaching disciplinary genres which they 

considered unnecessary in light of such conditions. T1 stated:  

the social factor has an impact on the ESP experience. As a 

teacher I’m also impacted by these backgrounds. For instance 

when you have a student and mainly those from Bedouin 

backgrounds whose cultures and social backgrounds do not 

allow them or forbid them from working in places like banks and 

other kinds and places in the private sector. Or those who are 

really conservative and just want their daughters to get their 
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degrees so that they get a salary from the government. Or those 

who would like to get married and raise their children only. So 

they don’t care if the students learn ESP or not. Definitely the 

students won’t be motivated to learn ESP because it has no need 

for their workplace. (T1) 

As T1 explained, males in Badu cultures held a stereotypical image in which 

females were inevitably expected to fulfil domestic roles, with little significance 

assigned to their role as contributors in professional worlds. Even if these 

females could have careers after graduation, they would be restricted by cultural 

limitations such as working in places with less contact with male clients and 

employees. As T1 indicated, imbalances in gender roles and power in decision-

making processes led to consequences for both teachers’ and learners’ attitudes 

in the ESP courses. T1, for example, maintained that learners and teachers in 

such conditions were liable to lose motivation to learn specific knowledge which 

lacked significance in learners’ future professional trajectories. Teachers’ ESP 

instructional decisions were therefore informed by such contextual conditions. 

This was shown in the case of T1’s demotivated learner: 

I was trying to motivate her to be an active learner. And thank 

God I was able to do that through finding another need which is a 

social need. To save face and use it [English] when she travels 

or when she is in a restaurant ordering her food or shopping. So 

this is exactly when she had her transformation in her attitude to 

learn English. (T1) 

As T1 clarified, this learner’s inability to foresee a need for learning ESP was due 

to life circumstances which were implicated by cultural norms, i.e. father’s 

preference for her to stay at home after graduation. As such, the lacking 

conviction for the value of language education and control over the learner’s 

professional plans played a significant role in how learners such as the 

abovementioned viewed the value of ESP. Such cases were not an exception in 

IAB as pointed by most teachers. Such factors led some teachers to reconsider 

the level of specificity introduced in their ESP courses. T1, for instance, 

professed that in her ESP courses, she often reminded learners of the GE 

benefits of the assigned ESP tasks in order to persuade them of their 

significance and attract their interest.  
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Similarly, T5 reported her modification of the courses’ specificity to ‘balance 

between the general and specific’, which served to ‘maximise the benefit’ of the 

course based on her perception of GE adequacy for her learners under the 

aforementioned circumstances. Decisions such as these as indicated by Bhatia 

et al. (2011); and Cheng (2011) led to the widening gap between what is actually 

offered and what should be offered on an ESP course.  

Echoing the views of her fellow teachers, T6 also commented:  

we could take them like go [sic] to X or Y companies [Logistic 

services companies, names anonymised] for instance […] But 

again there is the red-tape. Parents’ permission. College this and 

this […] not all parents would approve of their daughters going 

outside college to places like X company and communicating 

with other people. Other nationalities. Other backgrounds. (T6) 

T6, who repetitively conveyed her wish of augmenting her instruction with hands-

on approaches and involving real world communicative discourses, respectively 

highlighted the impact of her learners’ surrounding conditions on the execution of 

her plans. Again, this was due to the conservative gender-oriented norms in 

which the males’ supremacy in decision-making and the obedience of females 

are prevalent and expected from each gender.   

Teachers in the current research identified the backgrounds from which their 

learners come, their SES as well as culturally and ethnically-oriented perceptions 

of education and gender roles as influential in shaping the ESP teaching and 

learning experiences at IAB. There were, however, signs of stereotyping and 

othering from the teachers towards learners in relation to the aforementioned 

aspects. On such basis, critical issues arise from the discussions in this section 

in relation to the impact of such stereotypical imaging (Appleby, 2009). Additional 

issues deserving further scrutiny involve the role of PD programs in encouraging 

teachers’ critical considerations of their learning contexts through which they can 

realistically and neutrally appraise their learners’ contextual surroundings to 

facilitate successful learning experiences (Appleby, 2009; Basturkmen, 2017; 

Kubota and Chiang, 2013). Attracting policy makers’ attention to the impact of 

these critical factors and creating opportunities for teachers in their PD to explore 

the means of empowering their learners through endorsing concepts such as 

‘vocational hope’ and establishing ‘a resilient connection to one’s future in the 
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face of external barriers’ (Benesch, 1998; Diemer and Blustein, 2007; Kubota 

and Chiang, 2013) are additional implicated avenues requiring further 

exploration. 

6.1.2 Learners’ views 

Bearing some similarities with their teachers, learners identified some social 

stratifications such as socioeconomic and gender-related imbalances as 

influential factors on their ESP experiences. Unlike their teachers, however, 

these demonstrations were not attributed to specific ethnic backgrounds.   

Socioeconomic influences  

With respect to socioeconomic issues, learners shared examples of how their 

lived conditions had an impact on their language learning in the ESP courses. 

S3FG5 stated:  

 my family doesn’t like English that much […] my father and 

mother are illiterate. They are old so I don’t come from an 

educated house. They are not employees or something like that 

[…] Their field of interest is not English. Their interest is in 

religion. They don’t care about us learning English […] English is 

very rare in our family. (S3FG5) 

According to S3FG5, her educational background as a graduate from a night 

school, her parents’ humble educational level, and their strict religious 

inclinations which prevented them from promoting interest for language learning 

among their children were among the factors contributing to her current low level 

of language proficiency. S3FG5, however, showed a personal recognition of the 

value of English in the modern professional world. Accordingly, she reported 

steps by which she started to deal with her problematic language level through 

self-driven attempts to learn and practise English through YouTube exposure, 

studying elementary-level materials and hiring private tutors as a gateway to 

facilitate her language learning at IAB. All attempts, however, were less directed 

towards ESP and more focused on learning GE due to her perception of the 

difficulty to learn discipline-related knowledge which was ‘above her level’. 

Implicated by her recognition of the impact of her life conditions and resulting low 

language proficiency, S3FG5’s ESP wants were similarly GE-oriented. 

Considering the complexity of human perceptions and acts which are situated in 

the individuals’ wider social contexts (Kubota and Chiang, 2013; Pennycook, 
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2004), it can be contended that S3FG5’s endeavours to improve her proficiency, 

perceived self-efficacy to learn ESP, and attitudes towards the ESP courses 

were chiefly influenced by discernments of her life conditions. Although S3FG5 

acknowledged the status of English as a ‘global lingua franca’ (Seidlhofer, 2005), 

her calls for adopting basic English knowledge and materials in an ESP course 

stemmed from her lack of self-efficacy to learn disciplinary knowledge in light of 

her SES. Such perceptions steer a path towards the significance of considering 

the learners’ lived conditions to better understand their needs in light of these 

influences and not just in light of disciplinary target and learning situation needs 

(Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011). 

S4FG4 provided another example in this realm: 

The [family] say you have nothing better to do and time to waste. 

We only speak Arabic and you want to learn English? And not 

just simple English which can be useful for you in your everyday 

life. Business English and things like that? Why? (S4FG4) 

S4FG4 explained how her surrounding others considered ESP unnecessary, 

demonstrating a lack of recognition to any potential benefit of specific language 

genres in any aspect of her life. S4FG4 commented elsewhere in the focus 

group on this issue and specifically ascribed her inability to engage in discipline-

specific tasks to her involvement in a monolingual environment in which ESP 

was an overcomplicated step:  

It's not only about capabilities or what you study. It's also about 

where you live. Who is around you. Everybody […] you know we 

can’t read because we weren’t accustomed to reading in English. 

That's it. Our lives are all in Arabic. We talk to everybody around 

us in Arabic. This is where I live so it's impossible that my 

capabilities would be to read these kinds of papers [related to 

accounting]. (S4FG4) 

Similar to S3FG5, S4FG4’s surrounding environment influenced her perceptions 

of self-efficacy to learn and interact with discipline-specific genres. As confirmed 

by Bandura (1997), providing useful resources to initiate change and facilitate 

the learning process is fundamental. The absence of such resources in the 

above examples was inhibiting to the learners’ learning experiences.    
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The impact of the learners’ social surroundings on their learning experiences 

was also showcased in an example provided by S5FG2, who explained how her 

lack of confidence in her language proficiency influenced her workplace-related 

plans. This lack of confidence, as S5FG2 maintained, was caused by her father’s 

prohibition of using a language other than Arabic in daily-life communication. His 

good intentions to reinforce the national identity of his children was demonstrated 

by his rather aggressive reactions to the simplest attempts of using English to 

communicate among family members. S5FG2 commented: 

the house is a fundamental factor. I mean my English is shaky. If 

you tell me to say a full sentence I wouldn’t be able to say it. I 

can’t. I mean, there is no place for me to practise English. My 

father wouldn’t encourage me to study English. No. He doesn’t 

think like that. (S5FG2)  

Despite her stated conditions, S5FG2 believed strongly in the better professional 

opportunities ESP offers her. However, she still aimed for what she discerned as 

‘a simple job’ which involved little ESP encounter:  

honestly I don't feel that I will be working in a place that needs 

advanced business English. Working as a secretary in a school 

or anything like that is fine with me. Because how will I 

communicate with others in English in my job if I can't do it now. 

(S5FG2) 

In light of her perceived inability to attain and fully exploit her language skills, 

S5FG2 anticipated potential difficulties in using her discipline-related genre in 

professional settings even before embarking on one. As a result, S5FG2’s choice 

to avoid professional destinations which involved exposure and interaction with 

English was based on the lack of support she received in her language practice 

endeavours.  

Under such conditions, and similar to their teachers, learners also confirmed the 

prevalence of Wasta or nepotism at IAB. This was expressed in the learners’ 

discussions of either their own, or their peers, reliance on nepotism. The 

prevalence of such practice in the learners’ views stemmed from familial lack of 

recognition of the value of English for professional reasons, and recognition of 

their social capital which facilitated the exercise of nepotism through powerful 

social networks and reciprocation of services such as passing a course, 
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transferring between colleges, or avoiding institutional penalty. Exemplified by 

the comment ‘if it is English, then cheat’, S1FG2 and S2FG2 demonstrated how 

some family members perceived English as superfluous and consequently 

deemed learners’ efforts to attain linguistic competency unnecessary. Some 

learners such as S4FG3 admitted to exerting power on their teachers in the form 

of Wasta in the ESP courses:  

 He [English teacher] really treated me unfairly with the absence 

and denied me from the final exam although I had my own 

private conditions and I had to graduate… or I will get expelled 

from college. So the teacher should have mercy you know 

because of my circumstances […] I went to my husband. I 

wanted him to go and speak to someone so that they can look 

into the problem and help us or maybe speak to the teacher 

(S4FG3) 

In short, and regardless of whether S4FG3 deserved this penalty, this situation 

demonstrated how some learners do choose to resort to such practices due to 

their prevalence in their contexts as a form of ‘social illness’ (Salih, 2010). 

Learners shared other stories to support the prevalence of nepotism in their 

academic contexts; these stories, however, will not be discussed in this chapter 

due to their lack of direct relevance to the ESP courses and the study’s scope. 

In contrast to the above examples, other learners such as S6FG2, S1FG3 and 

S2FG5 demonstrated familial encouragement and support in their ESP 

experiences due to familial recognition of its value to the learners’ professional 

futures. Such support in the perceptions of these learners stemmed from 

parental educational level (e.g. parents with overseas academic degrees) or 

prestigious professions (e.g. doctors and engineers). Based on the above stated 

views in the realm of SES, and corroborated by researchers such as Kubota 

(2004); and Kubota and Chiang (2013), learners’ discernment of their 

socioeconomic scenarios and its impact on their learning experiences is an area 

which deserves in depth scrutiny in ESP research. 

Gender-related influences 

In addition to socioeconomic issues, learners discussed some influences 

concerning the social and cultural beliefs and norms adopted in their contexts, 

especially those related to gender. Unlike their teachers, learners were less 
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explicit about drawing links between these beliefs and norms and the ethnic 

backgrounds from which they descend.   

Generally, some learners highlighted gender-based discriminatory practices and 

an imbalanced distribution of power based on patriarchal superiority. This was 

initially demonstrated in phrases such as ‘particularly for girls more boys’, ‘girls 

mostly’, and ‘Nobody knows or cares how they [girls] feel’. In the case of S6FG3, 

these discriminatory acts provoked her motivation for language learning in 

general and towards ESP in specific:  

For me, I liked English because my brother was in an English 

school and I was in a public school. My father put him and not 

me in a private English school because he thinks that he would 

grow up and get married and would have to support his family 

while I would be married and be supported by my husband. I 

don't like it but he thinks like that. Doesn’t matter. He learned 

English more than me. I was jealous of him […] I used to take his 

papers to study them. Now he moved to a public school. I’m 

better than him in English and I am even interested in learning 

business English because it is something that he doesn't know 

[Laughing]. (S4FG5) 

According to S6FG3, the stereotypical subordinate image of females’ economic 

dependence on males against the superordinate image of males as 

breadwinners led her father to such discriminatory decision of offering better 

learning opportunities for male family members. Learning a specific genre of 

English which her brother was not acquainted with was, in S6FG3’s perception, a 

way of defying this sexual discrimination and attaining a sense of prestige and 

superiority over her male sibling. 

Unlike S6FG3, the norms and practices adopted by some learners’ surrounding 

others were hindering to their learning experiences. S5FG5 provided a case 

within this perspective in which she perceived a link between her life 

circumstances and the challenges she faced in her tertiary language learning 

experience:  

all my problems were because of my age. As an older person in 

this college. When I got married I was only 15 years old. Then I 

completed my education in a night school and currently I’m 34 
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years old so I wanted to pursue my education. I like education. I 

feel that I was a victim of getting married at that age. (S5FG5)  

S5FG5 described herself as a night school graduate, with a low GPA and low 

English proficiency level, with her early marriage and six children bringing her 

educational journey to a temporary halt. Practices such as early marriage in the 

Gulf region are often generated by conservative beliefs about females’ moral 

preservation and stereotypical image of females as chiefly responsible for 

domestic roles of childbearing and caretaking (Ghabra, 1997; Zuhur, 2003). All 

the conditions stated by S5FG5 indicate male dominance in the decision-making 

regarding aspects of her social life against her wish to further her education. 

Upon her decision to go back and pursue her academic journey at IAB, S5FG5 

was keen on achieving an aspired high standard of education. However, she 

specifically reported difficulties in her ESP learning: 

Now I have major courses in Arabic and I only get A or B in these 

courses. I have never got C […]  English is my problem. Because 

of my life circumstances. Because it was late when I started 

learning English and didn't learn it properly. I mean I want to 

achieve something. It is the dream of my life to be unique and 

distinguished in everything [laughing]. But I cannot achieve it. It’s 

out of my hands I cannot learn this advanced English they give 

here. (S5FG5)  

S5FG5 demonstrated how her delayed and rather inadequate language learning 

in the night school influenced her experience of attaining and exploiting the 

disciplinary knowledge introduced in the ESP courses. Consequently, S5FG5 

explained:  

you have no idea the nervousness I feel and actually live in when 

I attend the business English class [...] I cannot learn this specific 

English they teach. I mean I have barely passed the remedial 

courses. I am weak I admit it. (S5FG5) 

Despite her reported attempts to overcome perceived barriers in her learning 

experience (e.g. seeking academic support from others or from technological 

applications and software, in-advance preparation for upcoming lessons), S5FG5 

still expressed the challenge of engaging in communicative skills and classroom 

activities such as informal conversations and presentations. This demonstrated 
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anxiety was generated by S5FG5’s appraisal of her current proficiency level 

implicated by her life conditions against the more advanced disciplinary content 

sometimes encountered in ESP courses. Instead of ‘useless’ disciplinary topics 

in lessons such as reporting statistical data and describing goods, S5FG5 

constantly highlighted the need for ESP courses to address structural, 

grammatical aspects of language teaching and learning. Although she also 

highlighted the need for ESP courses to address communicative aspects of 

language learning, she felt that she was incapable of successfully engaging in 

communicative tasks and activities. In essence, S5FG5 demonstrated intrinsic 

motivation towards language learning. Nevertheless, her life trajectory which was 

sketched for her through patriarchal decisions had an impact on her sense of 

self-efficacy to attain disciplinary knowledge and her expectations from the ESP 

courses, consequently impacting what and how she learned.      

The impact of this masculine-dominated scenario on the ESP learning 

experiences was also demonstrated in other situations and stories shared by 

learners. S4FG3’s suggestion to reward high achieving learners with short 

overseas language courses as a form of language improving incentive received 

great disagreement from other participants due to anticipated gender-based 

constraints, as can be exemplified in S2FG3’s response:  

there are some people who don’t approve of their daughters and 

wives going. Even if you say that for example somebody will 

accompany them. “No, how would my daughter go alone abroad 

and meet people whom we are not familiar with” they would say. 

It's impossible they would let their daughters do this. They don't 

care about their education here so do you expect them to 

approve of them going abroad. (S2FG3)  

Braided with other signs of patriarchal masculine domination in the data, it can 

be contended that perceptions such as the above mentioned were rooted in 

restricting social and cultural beliefs and norms. According to S2FG3, the social 

and cultural beliefs and norms which restrains females’ opportunities to 

effectively engage with the outside world and expend their cognitive horizons, 

entwined with perceptions of the minimal value for education to female family 

members were hindering factors to IAB’s learners’ academic experiences. 

Females were granted little space to negotiate and reconstruct their roles to gain 



 191 

more power over decisions concerning their life plans, e.g. joining overseas 

language courses to achieve better language proficiency.  

Consequently, the convictions of some learners regarding the ESP courses’ 

content were coloured by their surrounding conditions. For instance, instead of 

learning discipline-related knowledge, some learners wanted ESP courses to 

focus on GE to enable them to provide academic assistance for their children’s 

language improvement (even unmarried ones) or to use it in daily life situations. 

Unable to foresee future professional needs from the disciplinary knowledge 

introduced in the ESP courses, these learners perceived a need for general, 

‘useful’, linguistic knowledge as a vehicle for their children’s empowerment rather 

than their own. 

In this respect, S4FG5 referred to her own context to unpack her understanding 

of how cultural forces and gender restrictions shaped the professional decisions 

for some learners:  

when you work after graduation then this [the degree] will open 

an opportunity for you to work in a place like a polyclinic and 

some people don’t like these places at all because of the 

customs and traditions […] For example if I work in a polyclinic 

my family is a bit strict and don’t tolerate the idea of me 

stretching my hand to reach for someone’s ID or something like 

that. So this can be it. The traditions and customs. So maybe I 

can work later in a school because then I will not be working too 

much with males. But I don't know how much English I need for 

places like schools. Actually I don't have a lot of options to think 

about. (S4FG5)  

The social and cultural scene to which S4FG5 as well as other learners belonged 

appears to be laden with beliefs oriented around preferences for gender 

segregation and limited dealings with other individuals, especially the other 

gender. This entailed restrictions on S4FG5’s career choices, confining them to 

the type of workplaces which corresponded with such requisites. Other learner 

participants similarly reported seeking approvals from fathers, brothers and 

husbands on their future careers. As a result, S4FG5 explained her attitudes 

towards the knowledge learned in the ESP courses:     
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I lost the desire to study or invest my time and effort in learning 

something that was useless. (S4FG5)   

S4FG5’s expressed lack of motivation stemmed from her inability to foresee the 

possible scenarios of using ESP in the limited career options awaiting her after 

graduation. At the same time, S4FG5 expressed intrinsic motivation towards 

language learning (e.g. ‘it’s a beautiful language’), realised numerous 

hypothetical functions in demand for ESP in the workplace (e.g. typing reports, 

conversing with clients), and in daily life situations (e.g. hospitals, restaurants). 

Based on the ‘fluid’ nature of human activities (Kubota and Chiang, 2013), it can 

be assumed that S4FG5’s attitude towards her learning experience would have 

differed if she had been granted the opportunity to voice her opinions regarding 

her career-related preferences and negotiate her role as well as the other sex 

roles in decision making. What the current context suggests, however, is that 

learners such as S4FG5 seem to have lost their connection with their ‘vocational 

hope’ (Diemer and Blustein, 2007); the aspirations or expectations that are 

ostensibly built for a future career.  

This section has demonstrated the socioeconomic and gender-related influences 

contributing to shaping IAB’s ESP teaching and learning experiences. As evident 

from teachers’ and learners’ discussions, social categorisations components 

such as gender, ethnicity, social relationships, cultural norms and SES all 

collided to shape the ESP experiences in the current context. Critical implications 

emerge from the findings in this section such as the links between these social 

categories and the ESP learners’ identity formation (Kubota and Chiang, 2013; 

Norton, 2016) and the impact of the lack of ‘contextual support’ to form and 

nurture learners’ future professional plans and aspirations related to these 

identities (Diemer and Blustein, 2007). Additionally, the ESP teachers’ roles in 

empowering their learners through possible means of achieving freedom in their 

professional choices and raising their awareness of the role of ESP in expanding 

their professional opportunities are an issue which deserve further scrutiny 

(Kubota and Chiang, 2013). Also, the need for problematizing the pragmatic 

nature of ESP, with  which ESP is usually promoted, seems to be mandatory 

(Benesch, 2001; Kubota and Chiang, 2013). This is in order to accommodate for 

the learners’ lived conditions alongside their professional needs in order to gain a 
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more authentic and contextualised depiction of the learners’ needs in light of 

their contextual surroundings.   

6.2 Institutional influences  

This section discusses the institutional influences perceived by teachers as 

impacting the ESP teaching and learning experiences at IAB. Influences included 

issues such as the role of departmental management in facilitating 

communicative channels among staff members, ESP course planning and 

management, as well as institutional approach to TE and PD. Although learners 

were asked about institutional influences to gauge their knowledge in this area, 

most responses did not reflect knowledge that was directly related to the ESP 

courses. This section therefore discusses institutional influences mostly from the 

teachers’ lenses, with the integration of some of the learners’ responses which 

corroborate the views discussed by the teachers in this respect.   

6.2.1 ESP course planning and management  

This section probes into issues concerning components of the course-design 

cycle (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987; Woodrow, 2017) which teachers perceived 

as influential in IAB’s ESP course design: needs analysis, curriculum, and end-

of-course evaluation. These components are discussed respectively according to 

their occurrence in the course-design cycle. Issues concerning departmental 

approaches to the management of these courses were identified by teachers as 

negative factors contributing to the ESP courses’ lack of efficacy. Subsequently, 

teachers gave examples of how such deficits shaped ESP experiences for both 

themselves and their learners.  

The first, and most discussed, component was needs analysis (NA). Broadly, 

there was a consensus of all teachers about the theoretical benefits of NA in 

order to help determine the learners’ disciplinary and professional needs. This is 

not surprising considering the abundant discussions of NA in the ESP literature 

as a fundamental step in ESP course design (Bosher and Smalkoski, 2002; 

Brown, 2016; Flowerdew, 2013; Long, 2005). Almost all teachers viewed NA as an 

empowering tool to explore learners’ needs and provide solid grounds for ESP 

course design. This foundational step was perceived by teachers as strictly 

among the responsibilities of departmental managers to initiate and supervise, 

with teachers serving as contributors in this process.  
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However, teachers stated that a NA was not performed in any shape on the ESP 

program, which can be clarified in phrases such as ‘we’re not currently doing 

that’, ‘There should be needs analysis’ and ‘I’m not really sure because there is 

no research on that’. Realising the importance of NA for the success of ESP 

courses, teachers reported some attempts to remedy the current situation. T3 

and T6, for example, reported meeting with law and banking teachers to consult 

them about potential situations where learners might need ESP. Through the 

excerpt ‘they’re happy with what they have’, T5 indicated that such attempts 

were not acknowledged by departmental managers because of their satisfaction 

with the current condition of the courses; therefore, they do not consider the 

feasibility of consulting or collaborating with other disciplinary departments. Such 

attitude can be ascribed to a possible lack of knowledge of departmental 

managers of the significance of cooperation and collaboration with disciplinary 

teachers in ESP courses (Gillett, 2016; Hyland, 2009). T2 reported her 

participation in a needs assessment project as a part of a PD opportunity, i.e. 

training course: 

we did kind of design a needs assessment but it hasn’t been 

implemented […] We were on the ESP committee and we 

created one […] But it wasn’t implemented. Nobody used it. It 

was just archived in the files. Quite frustrating. (T2) 

Although the product of a training course can hardly offer sufficient needs-related 

data to establish an ESP course, e.g. collecting needs-related information from 

different stakeholders, other aspects can be considered in T2’s response. To be 

specific, perceiving a departmental disregard to conduct a formal NA, T2 tried to 

contribute in the creation of reform in the current context. The project’s resulting 

recommendations were, however, ignored by T2’s superiors due to ‘chaotic’ 

departmental management. When teachers such as T3 raised suggestions of 

programs’ improvements to higher institutional managers, her suggestion was 

met with the cynical question ‘What is ESP?’. T4 and T1 additionally referred to 

budget issues hindering any aspirations of course reform. This in turn raises 

questions regarding two significant issues: a) the status of ESP teachers in the 

institution and b) the critical space allowed for ESP teachers to contribute in 

issues such as course design and development (Benesch, 2001; Hyland, 2016; 

2018a).  
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It is worthy of mentioning here that except for T2 who reported attending the 

needs assessment course, other teachers did not provide any evidence of 

qualifications or training in the area of NA. In contrast, some teachers such as T4 

and T6 explained that teachers’ academic backgrounds, e.g. ELT and TESOL, 

were not sufficient in providing knowledge of principles that qualified them for 

their roles as needs analysts. This raises further questions regarding the 

efficiency of IAB’s PD program in catering for such NA-related gaps.   

Another institutional factor perceived by teachers as influential in the ESP 

teaching and learning experiences tackled strategic curriculum-design issues. 

Broadly, and similar to NA-related perceptions, all teachers considered 

curriculum design as a departmental responsibility, with them viewed as 

collaborative contributors in this process. A myriad of factors can be attributed to 

the formation of these perceptions. First, it should be noted here that no mention 

of a broad institutional curriculum to guide ESP syllabus design was reported by 

teachers in the current research. When asked about any documents concerning 

ESP courses’ aims and objectives, most teachers reported their lack of 

knowledge of anything of that sort. Entwined with the lack of NA to provide 

teachers with needs-related data, teachers reported having no clear descriptors 

to guide any attempts of curriculum design. 

According to most teachers, the main dilemma in the curriculum design was 

generated by the departmental disregard to a significant preceding phase; i.e. 

NA. Thus, as indicated by teachers, the English language department lacked the 

core component on which to base ESP curriculum, i.e. needs. As such, teachers 

observed a tendency from departmental managers to base ESP curriculums on 

non-scientific intuitions of learners’ needs and to select course materials 

accordingly. Like others, T6 opposed this approach:  

I think if we have a framework… I believe in the freedom of the 

textbook. Because different teachers approach teaching and their 

students differently no matter what book you have. If you work 

within a framework, if we have a syllabus, we have our objectives 

we just have our eye on that. We work our teaching, our books 

into that[sic]. (T6) 

Although it can be initially inferred, T6’s response does not suggest restricting 

teachers’ leverage through syllabus systematisation. Alternatively, T6 highlighted 
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a need for a structured approach to syllabus design which familiarised teachers 

with the courses’ key goals without precluding their agency and freedom to 

exploit useful resources to achieve these goals. Similar views were pointed by 

T1, T3 and T4. Such perceptions can, however, be challenged when paired with 

other findings in this research which tackled issues of teachers’ 

conceptualisations of ESP and PD (See Sections 5.1.1 and 6.2.3). In other 

words, and considering the dispersals and misconceptions of teachers’ 

conceptualisations of ESP, conceptualisations of teachers’ roles and the 

absence of a rigorous PD program to remedy these, perceptions of the teachers’ 

success in making independent decisions in their courses in the meantime can 

be re-evaluated.    

As part of the curriculum committee, T6 reported persistence to change this 

situation and suggested identifying course goals before materials selection:  

“No. you look through the book”, this is what we were told. We 

were actually aggressively informed “this is your job”. (T6) 

As indicated by T6 and others, the curriculum design was perceived by the 

department’s superiors as a step that came after selecting course materials; the 

‘reverse cycle’ as illustrated by T3 and T6. In this textbook-oriented curriculum, 

the only formal document teachers received at the beginning of the semester 

was a pack containing a short course description, specified textbook units, and a 

provisional schedule, i.e. dates of unit completion, midterm and final 

examinations. With respect to course goals, teachers either claimed their 

absence or indicated the existence of a document stating course goals which 

was rarely exploited because it was outdated (created in the early 90s). When 

asked about course ESP350 goals, for example, most responses started with ‘I 

don’t know but…’, ‘it’s supposed to be…’ and ‘I don’t know exactly… but overall it 

will be in this area’. They additionally reported unanimous views on the passive 

role of the courses’ coordinators who were ostensibly in charge of providing 

teachers with the course syllabuses. Teachers who discussed ESP course goals 

discerned them from broad disciplinary and professional aspects. T4, for 

example, stated that ESP350 ‘focus[es] on business. Working in a company. In 

the workplace’, while T7 deemed it for learners ‘to be acquainted with specific 

terms from the business field’. Teachers’ depictions of such strategies for 

curriculum design fell under the ‘post-hoc’ approach demonstrated by 
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Hutchinson and Waters (1987, see Section 3.1 for details). In general, some 

teachers perceived that the lack of a curriculum to underpin ESP course design 

violated a significant ESP principle; the effective preparation of learners to 

successfully satisfy their future needs. 

Teachers’ perceptions of the third component in the ESP course-design cycle, 

evaluation, were as cynical as in the other two components. A consensus from 

teachers demonstrated the absence of any process concerned with ESP course 

evaluation at IAB.  

In theory, teachers identified merits of implementing evaluative protocols at the 

end of the ESP courses such as providing solid groundwork for decisions of 

modifying ESP courses (T4), obtaining learners’ constructive feedback to remedy 

courses’ lacks (T6), and ensuring the rigor of implemented teaching practices 

(T7). Concisely, teachers perceived a need for a formative evaluation (Macalister 

and Nation, 2009) with the aim to improve the quality of the course and pinpoint 

any deficiencies. Teachers’ views corresponded with some researchers’ 

recognitions (Hafner and Miller, 2018; Hutchinson and Waters, 1987; Woodrow, 

2017) of the significance of evaluation as an integral part in the ESP course-

design cycle.  

Despite the above demonstrated recognitions, all teachers indicated that no 

formal procedures, product or process-oriented, were implemented to evaluate 

ESP courses. The only reported sign of formal evaluation was a teacher-

evaluation involving learners’ appraisals of their teachers with respect to different 

aspects, e.g. satisfaction of teaching quality, use of class time, and use of 

materials. This, however, was relevant to all IAB’s teachers and not necessarily 

ESP teachers. T3 demonstrated the benefits of ESP course evaluation and 

criticised departmental disregard to such integral step:  

You should have an evaluative process because it’s feedback. 

You need to reflect on what’s going on. How would you reflect on 

what’s going on? Sometimes it’s good to reflect to see like, am I 

going on the right track? Have I lost my track? [...] Have I been 

really a good teacher? Are they good learners? Or is it just like, 

you know, I’m filling the gaps of just getting things through until 

they graduate. [...] even if it’s an oral one at the end of the 

course. Just sit with your students and ask them (T3) 
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T3 considered evaluation a substantial feedback channel through which teachers 

can critically reflect on their teaching and learning situations to ensure credibility 

and learners’ satisfaction. Initially, T3’s excerpt might reflect a perception of 

teacher-learner discussions as an end-of-the-course formal means of evaluation. 

However, T3’s use of ‘even’ reflects her discussion of something which 

contradicted with her conceptualisation of formal evaluation, perceiving this as a 

compensatory act in light of the absence of formal evaluation. It should be noted 

here that my argument does not suggest the uselessness of informal classroom 

discussions in course evaluation. Informal evaluation tools can be reflective of 

stakeholders’ perceptions towards several aspects of the course (Brown, 1995; 

Macalister and Nation, 2009). Instead, the aim is to demonstrate how T3 

understood the concept of evaluation and her demand for a systematised 

process of evaluation alongside informal evaluation means.  

Influences of course-design issues on ESP experiences 

Deficiencies in the ESP courses’ design cycle were a serious flaw in the 

teachers’ eyes. This led to influential implications on ESP teaching and learning 

experiences at IAB.  

Broadly, teachers observed a state of ‘chaos’, indicating randomness, in the 

process of ESP course design. The first implication of the current condition was 

the teachers’ perceptions of the courses’ inadequacy in addressing learners’ 

future needs. An interesting discrepancy in teachers’ views can be observed in 

this realm. Specifically, while teachers complained about the courses’ 

inadequacy in fulfilling their learners’ ESP needs, they also perceived their 

learners’ minimal need to attain ESP due to the nature of future workplaces in 

which they would be involved (See Section 5.2.1). T7, for example, perceived the 

minimal ESP need for her learners potentially working in governmental 

workplaces. At the same time, she shared a situation of an IAB alumna in which 

she was embarrassed due to an unsuccessful encounter with a foreign client in a 

governmental workplace:  

“a foreigner came to me once… he asked me a question. I didn’t 

know how to answer him. I felt that I was in trouble. When I 

wanted to ask the person next to me, she gave me an attitude 

that showed that she was busy now”. She said “I didn’t know how 

to respond to the man”. She felt very ashamed. She said at this 
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age, in her 30s “I felt very ashamed that I failed to answer him”. 

(T7) 

Such incongruences can be ascribed to the conflicting beliefs caused by the lack 

of NA to consolidate or falsify such perceptions on the one hand, and provide 

teachers with authentic insights into their learners’ potential workplaces on the 

other (Liu et al., 2011).  

Despite such misconceptions, teachers found the courses neither ‘suitable, 

practical’ nor ‘realistic’ as described by Macalister and Nation (2009). Thus, and 

as a compensatory act, teachers either depended on their personal 

understanding of their learners’ needs or on informal data collected from learners 

though classroom discussions, all falling under what is depicted as ‘lay theories’ 

(Eilam and Poyas, 2009; Hüttner et al., 2013). This in turn reflected on their 

experiences from the ESP course.  

For example, T5 repeatedly stressed her learners’ minimal ESP needs, whether 

for academic or occupational purposes. When asked about the reason behind 

her perceptions, T5 answered:  

I don't know. I see them when I go to ministries and banks and 

other places. I see how employees in departments in ministries 

mostly use Arabic. I mean even if they have an employee from 

another nationality […] He would learn Arabic quickly because he 

has to. Or else he wouldn't know how to communicate with them. 

(T5) 

With the absence of a properly-designed NA, T5 depended on her personal 

appraisal of workplace settings as a national citizen to form a depiction of her 

learners’ needs. Although teachers’ knowledge of workplace environments is an 

encouraged step to improve their perceptions of its potential ‘language 

situations’, it remains to be knowledge which can inform, rather than found, NA 

(Lung, 2014; Serafini et al., 2015). In T5’s case, for example, her conviction of 

learners’ ESP needs as minimal led her to investment of minimal effort in 

familiarising herself or her learners with their disciplinary genres and to 

emphasise structural and textual components over important contextual 

language elements in her instruction (See Section 5.1.2 for more detail).  
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Other teachers reacted differently to the absence of NA in the ESP course 

design. Some teachers such as T1, T2, and T4 reported conducting their own 

informal versions of NA which came in the form of classroom discussions with 

learners about language-related needs and wants. This led the teachers to 

approach their ESP courses differently either to fulfil learners’ reported wants or 

to stimulate their motivation and classroom participation. T2 commented:  

a lot of teachers go into the classes and tell their students ‘what 

do you think you need from my class, tell me. And I will try to 

work my way around it. Try to add it into the content or use 

supplementary materials’. So a lot of teachers do put that into 

account. I do that in my class. (T2) 

T2 reported her reliance on needs-related discussions with her learners as a 

heuristic guide for her instructional plans and supplementary materials selection. 

However, T2 still doubted some learners’ ability to give sound depictions of their 

needs:  

but the student has to know what they want in that case. 

Otherwise the teacher is just gonna come in and she’s gonna be 

teaching what she thinks from her experience the students are 

going to need later on. (T2) 

As indicated, T2 relied on two sources to determine learners’ needs; learners 

and herself as an ESP teacher, with the teacher being perceived as a more 

reliable source of needs-related data. Many scholarly views in this regard 

(Brown, 2016; Forey, 2004; Kaewpet, 2009; Serafini et al., 2015; Spence and 

Liu, 2013) indicate that ESP teachers do not necessarily hold sufficient 

information of workplace settings which qualifies them to be exclusive sources in 

needs identification. T2 commented elsewhere in the interview: 

I don’t really know exactly what they want, what they’re gonna be 

needing. (T2) 

T2 herself confessed her lack of sufficient knowledge of the business genre and 

consequently of her learners’ future needs. Nevertheless, T2 still indicated that 

ESP teachers’ language-based knowledge qualified them to form depictions of 

their learners’ future needs. Such perceptions led T2 to mentally categorise 

learners into two groups according to their target situation or ‘set plans’; those 
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who wanted to join the governmental sector and therefore perceived limited ESP 

needs and those who aspired for private-sector careers and accordingly needed 

ESP. Therefore, and through her stated hybrid instruction of Grammar 

Translation and Communicative approaches, T2 aspired to satisfy the learners’ 

differing perceived needs and to accommodate for any unplanned career shifts in 

the future. However, and due to her learner-influenced perceptions of the 

majority’s preference for governmental workplaces, T2 admitted that GE 

components enjoyed the lion’s share in her ESP courses. T2’s discussions raise 

questions regarding issues of space and power distribution in the context of 

research. 

Similar to T2, and stemming from her view of NA as an important guide for ESP 

course design, T4 also reported using classroom discussions for needs 

determination. Specifically, T4 highlighted a departmental inattention towards 

catering for the needs of concerned course beneficiaries like disciplinary 

teachers. Perceiving a gap between her recognition of ESP as a needs-driven 

language course and the current state of affairs, T4 resorted to classroom 

discussions to explore learners’ needs through their lenses. Interestingly, while 

disciplinary teachers’ needs were perceived by T4 as unaddressed, her primary 

source of needs-related data was the learners. This mismatch, as T4 indicated, 

was due to her minimal networking with disciplinary teachers from other 

departments. Such a situation attracts attention towards the nature of 

relationships between language and disciplinary teachers in the context of IAB. 

T4’s teacher-learner conversations influenced how she approached her ESP 

courses. To be specific, learners’ perceptions of their minimal future need for 

ESP informed T4’s decision to teach GE content in ESP courses to maintain 

better learner engagement. T4 commented:  

One of the terms I did not post anything [on Instagram] because I 

didn't feel that they needed to learn […] and they didn't show me 

that it's important for them or that they were willing to participate 

so I didn’t. It depends on my students. (T4) 

Through her needs-exploration approach, T4 conditioned the course’s specificity 

with learners’ tendencies towards their needs. Accordingly, T4 sometimes 

excluded specific texts and methods, such as Instagram-based authentic 

telephonic conversations, from her instructional plans. T4’s decision to include 
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external disciplinary content or to confine to a textbook-and-grammar-based 

instruction depended on her learners’ perceived future needs. However, and if 

the learners have limited exposure to the outside professional worlds, then they 

cannot be expected to be exclusive sources through which needs can be 

identified and implemented in the ESP courses. Therefore, the risk in the cases 

of T2 and T4 lies in their sole dependence on the learners’ perceptions of needs 

to guide their course decisions. As recommended by numerous researchers and 

practitioners (Brown, 2016; Long, 2005; Lung, 2014; Serafini et al., 2015), the 

diversification of sources and methods of exploring the ESP learners’ needs is 

essential for the success of the NA. 

The perceived gap in the first step of course design, NA, led to a perceived 

deficiency in the subsequent step, curriculum design. T7, for example, 

commented on the departmental mechanisms of ESP curriculum-design: 

They just give us the book and “ok, teach it”. Every person in 

their own way of course. But there are people who know and 

others who don’t know how to teach it very well. And that's why 

you see them following what the books tell them. Wherever the 

book takes them they would go. (T7) 

According to T7, the missing curriculum generated teachers’ need for a 

structured know-how guide to inform their instruction. T3 commented:  

I think some people are confused. They think of a syllabus as the 

content of the book. So you tell them “what are you teaching? 

What is your syllabus?” they say ”Oh ok unit 7: describing and 

comparing, unit 8: life stories” […] that makes me confused 

because what are we teaching here? So we’re teaching units? 

What happens next term is we change the book and the content 

changes. So what do we do then? We still go by units? So we’re 

going back now to the vision. To our mission. Strategy. Goals. 

And then you come down to your syllabus. You see we’re 

missing all that part. There is a big vacuum. (T3) 

T7 and T3, alongside others, pointed that the absence of a clear curriculum led 

some teachers to reach for other available resources which helped them 

systematise their instruction, i.e. textbooks. With the departmental tendency to 

produce textbook-based curriculums, teachers’ decision to resort to textbooks as 
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a source of guidance seems to be a natural implication. For that, T3 declared 

that she refrained from teaching ESP courses due to such conditions, limiting her 

teaching to remedial GE courses, which she perceived as easier to manage 

without a guiding curriculum. This ‘vacuum’ as maintained by T3 was ‘limiting the 

teaching and learning process that should happen in class’ in two ways. First, as 

some teachers clarified, textbook-based curriculums hindered the 

implementation of approaches which they perceived as innovative and ESP-

congruent. T6, for example, explained:  

after the 6th year you do not even have to open the page to tell 

the students what’s going on in that page. That hurts, you know. 

It’s like, OUCH, I’ve become the book. I’m a teacher I’m not the 

book [laughing] […] for me whatever it is that you are doing in 

class it shouldn’t be a mind-set where you are restricted or you 

kind of become the book yourself. (T6) 

This highlighted textbook-based instruction was among T6’s perceived 

impediments to her employment of the hands-on teaching she considered 

effective for learners’ exposure to authentic texts and empowerment through 

familiarising them with aspects within their future careers. Also, this textbook-

driven approach, as indicated by many teachers led to practices such as 

mechanical repetition of content, refusal of some teachers to teach some ESP 

courses and preference for ‘easier’ common core courses, and the ‘inheritance 

of the materials’ as described by T6, in which teachers would not accept to teach 

the course unless they got hold of ready packages of materials and exams that 

were usually context-insensitive. 

As for the third course-design step, evaluation, teachers similarly perceived it as 

deficient. T6, for example, depicted this situation which lacked any form of 

evaluative protocols as ‘standing in the intersection’, with teachers randomly 

shifting from one approach to another according to their personal preferences 

and judgements without receiving institutional post-experience feedback. Such 

‘chaotic’ state was indirectly reflected in the learners’ responses who identified 

the teachers’ instructional practices as a crucial element in determining the 

quality of the courses at IAB. S1FG1 explained:  

It depends on the teaching. I mean in English 2 for example the 

teacher that taught me... we had to do presentations. She let us 
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depend on ourselves to gain confidence and everything. I mean it 

is not only teaching and that’s it. I teach you and I get out. No. 

There are other things in the course. (S1FG1) 

In fact, the phrase ‘it depends on the teacher’ was repeated several times in the 

learners’ responses to indicate the differing teaching decisions and practices 

implemented in the ESP courses at IAB. This in turn can indicate that ESP 

instruction at IAB relied heavily on the teachers’ views, attitudes, and personal 

plans in steering their instructional plans rather than being based on a formal 

scientific-based agenda set by the institution.  

Similarly, T2 questioned the pace of course improvement in light of the absence 

of course evaluation, emphasising that ‘because those evaluations are not made 

I think then everything stands still’. Based on such perception, T2 affirmed her 

reliance on a product-based form of evaluation, i.e. learners’ test scores as 

indicators of the quality of teaching and achievement of the perceived ESP-

course aims. What T2 perceived as more important was a process-oriented 

evaluation where teachers’ instructional plans and decisions implemented 

throughout the course are similarly scrutinised for improvement. This, as 

indicated by T2, was integral in the light of the evolving world and constant 

changes in the learners’ needs. To achieve both product and process-oriented 

evaluation, teachers discussed some potential forms of course evaluations which 

were demonstrated in the literature (Brown, 1995; Dudley-Evans and St John, 

1998; Tsou and Chen, 2014) such as learners’ questionnaires (T6), 

performance-based exit exams (T3), teacher-learner discussions (T3, T1), and 

classroom observations (T7, T5). Interestingly, T7 maintained that when she 

suggested observation as a form of both evaluation and PD, her idea was 

disapproved by her superior based on beliefs that she ‘ha[d] no right to spy’. 

When paired with the demonstrated departmental disregard of significant steps 

taken in the ESP course-design, such reactions posed serious discussions 

regarding how some individuals with authority perceived their roles and 

boundaries as institutional managers. 

In short, teachers’ views showcased the importance of the three above 

discussed components in ESP course design. Additionally, perceived 

deficiencies generated by some inadequate departmental practices in the ESP 

course-design resulted in differing instructional trajectories adopted by IAB’s 
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teachers. The absence of a scientifically-based NA to inform the ESP courses at 

IAB had an impact on the teachers’ perceptions of their learners’ needs and 

consequently on their performance in the ESP courses. This consolidates the 

status of a NA as ‘the cornerstone for ESP’ (Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998, p. 

121), through which challenges, incongruences, and ambivalences are 

demystified (Liu et al., 2011). Moreover, and based on the specific nature of 

ESP, defining clear goals behind learning in the ESP courses is a fundamental 

component of the ESP curriculum design (Cheng, 2011). With the absence of a 

framework to serve as a heuristic guide for the teachers, teachers found 

themselves seeking guidance from other structured sources of knowledge such 

as textbooks (Bhatia et al., 2011; Syed, 2003), which may or may not serve 

learners’ needs. The need for clearly defined ‘context-related objectives’ (Cheng, 

2011) boiled down from NA results to inform the ESP curriculums is therefore 

mandatory to remedy situations of such sort.  Finally, the role of course 

evaluation as a means of making sense of the implemented course decisions 

and activities was another important issue that was highlighted in this section 

(Brown, 1995). As highlighted in the literature (Brown, 1995; Tsou and Chen, 

2014), the departmental disregard to perform course evaluations led to a static 

teaching and learning situation in which crucial ESP concepts such as learners’ 

needs, authenticity and learners’ empowerment were not critically considered. 

6.2.2 ESP teacher communication  

Communication among IAB’s staff members was depicted by teachers as 

seriously deficient. In theory, teachers highlighted numerous benefits of 

maintaining good communication channels with their fellow ESP teachers. T2, 

T3, T4, and T6, for example, referred to the many virtues of the ‘safe 

environment’ generated by a communicatively rich context, including benefits of 

sharing effective teaching advice, remedying instructional weaknesses, and 

collaborating in research projects. Such environment, as T4 indicated, was 

particularly needed in their ESP context where most teachers held general 

academic backgrounds such as ELT and TESOL. T2 further emphasised the 

benefit of such environment in discussing and benefiting from the experiences of 

others in ESP-related issues such as ‘awkward situations that they experience 

with students or with themselves as ESP teachers because they teach content 

that is related to the students’ majors’. These ‘awkward situations’ pinpointed by 

T2 bear relevance with the ‘In-class Subject Knowledge Dilemma’ (Wu and 
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Badger, 2009) and ‘Critical Incidents’ (Atai and Nejadghanbar, 2017), both 

yielding evidence of the impact of discipline-related knowledge on the teachers’ 

attitudes and approaches in their classrooms. T1 likewise highlighted the value 

of ESP teacher communication:  

We need to have this communication between teachers 

themselves to inform each other about the do’s and don’ts. Like 

the senior teachers could teach newcomers about ESP and vice 

versa, new teachers are closer to students than the senior ones 

so they can give them advice in this. This communication would 

help us understand what works and what does not work. (T1) 

Collegial communication, T1 assumed, enabled teachers’ exploitation of their 

colleagues’ instructional repertoires of experiences to build their own. Her 

perception also entailed the benefit of sharing these experiences to enrich the 

teachers’ repertoires with aspects which they lacked, e.g. establishing rapport 

with learners for senior teachers or methodological aspects for novice teachers. 

Thus, and as illustrated by Basturkmen (2017), the human factor was important 

for teachers to help them navigate their way in an ‘intimidating’ field of language 

teaching such as ESP. 

IAB’s current situation was, however, different as proposed by the teachers. This 

was initially evident in comments from all teachers who stated their unfamiliarity 

with how other teachers at IAB approached their ESP courses, as manifested in 

phrases like ‘I don’t know what other teachers are doing in their classes’ and 

‘they [teachers] rarely share these with the others or talk about their classes’. 

Informal mingling with colleagues to share materials, ideas, concerns and 

success stories ‘did not apply’ to the context of IAB, as pointed by T3.  

T3 and T6 also reported limited communication with few teachers whom they 

had ‘an intellectual academic talk’ regarding course instructional decisions, 

therefore sharing their feelings of professional isolation. T7 also maintained: 

every teacher enters the class, closes the door, and that’s it… 

Learning from one another does not exist at all… You are alone. 

Alone from the first day to the end.  (T7) 

Similar feelings of professional solitude were highlighted by T7. Whether they 

were simple favours such as exam proofreading and content consultations or 
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deeper discussions regarding methodological and pedagogical issues, T7 

mentioned that it was difficult to find support from her fellow teachers because of 

the lack of interaction among staff members. The above observations came in 

agreement with the findings and recommendations in the literature (Basturkmen, 

2017; Bereczky, 2009; Boswood and Marriott, 1994; Chen, 2000) which 

highlighted the impact of teacher interaction on the construction of ESP teachers’ 

identities as well as their formation of repositories of experiences to inform their 

ESP instruction. 

As teachers perceived, this isolating distance between ESP teachers was mostly 

implicated by administrative attributes. T6, for example, partly ascribed this 

distance to her constant allocation of afternoon teaching hours which decreased 

her opportunity to engage in discussions with other teachers. Teachers such as 

T5 and T3 considered it among departmental managers’ responsibilities to 

initiate and facilitate communicative channels between teachers. T3, for 

example, highlighted the responsibility of departmental managers in facilitating a 

communicative environment for the teachers involved in the ESP program to 

discuss their perceptions of learners’ needs, wants, and expectations from the 

courses. Such actions as proposed by T2 and T3 had numerous benefits such 

as consolidating ESP teachers’ professional roles and identities (e.g. teachers as 

needs analysts, curriculum developers, language consultants) as well as 

facilitating potential research collaborations between ESP teachers. 

The importance of communication among language teachers has been 

highlighted as an important component for the success of the ESP teaching 

experience (Belcher, 2013; Boswood and Marriott, 1994; Labassi, 2010). 

Accordingly, encouraging the establishment of communities among language 

teachers is an essential step required by the institutional managers to enhance 

the quality of teaching experiences in the investigated context.  

6.2.3 ESP teacher education and professional development (TE and PD) 

Teachers identified professional development (PD) as another factor impacting 

their ESP teaching experiences. Overall, almost all teachers indicated the 

absence of any form of pre-service PD for IAB’s teachers before embarking on 

their ESP experiences. Teachers only marked the existence of in-service PD 

offered in formats of training courses, lectures, seminars, webinars, and 

conferences and targeting different fields like ESP, research methods, and 
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teaching methods. Problematic issues, however, were identified in relation to the 

system in which in-service PD was facilitated. This view was implicated by 

teachers’ perception of PD as among institutional, and not individual, 

responsibilities.  

An important PD-related issue proposed by teachers was that concerning 

preparation of novice teachers. As can be seen in Table 4.2 (Section 4.4.1), with 

the exception of T2, who held a postgraduate degree in ESP, teachers reported 

a lack of involvement in ESP-related PD both before joining IAB and upon their 

recruitment there. T7 depicted novice teachers as ‘lost’ in their early ESP 

careers. Teachers such as T4 reported a challenging scenario in which they 

lacked preparation for their early career discipline-specific mission: 

in my first course here I taught Business Correspondence course 

which is English writing. I was kind of lost […] Sometimes I do 

ask other teachers “what should I do? How exactly do you cover 

this course? What kind of writing?” (T4) 

Some critical issues worthy of scrutiny arise from T4’s response. Among these 

issues is the lack of institutional guidance and support for T4 at the beginning of 

her career. Early-teaching career years can be intimidating for novice teachers 

as highlighted by researchers like Farrell (2012). Being an ESP novice teacher 

even increases the complexity of this situation due to issues such as specificity 

and content-knowledge (Atai and Nejadghanbar, 2017; Basturkmen, 2014; Wu 

and Badger, 2009). As a novice teacher who lacked both ESP knowledge and 

tertiary-level teaching expertise, T4 recalled the difficulties she underwent in 

teaching courses with specific requirements. These included confusions 

regarding the writing genres addressed in the course and the teaching 

approaches and practices that suited these genres. T4 proceeded: 

all newcomers are asking “what has happened before?” and 

we’re just taking something from other teachers, other 

experienced teachers and then we start. By that time we are 

trying to catch up and start to tailor the course according to my 

students. (T4) 

T4 perceived that her ESP-teaching repository was shaped by two main factors; 

informally seeking the expertise of experienced teachers (subject to their 

availability), and the time factor which allowed her to experiment with different 
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genres and teaching methods in the classroom. Despite their value in PD, such 

factors could hardly enable T4 to explore other important ESP-related aspects 

such as understanding disciplinary teachers’ needs (Belcher, 2006), the nature 

of workplace communication (Forey, 2004; Tao and Gao, 2018) and the 

applicability of the content and skills to learners’ future situations. This is 

particularly applicable to the context of IAB when paired with findings from other 

sections such as 5.1.2 and 6.2.1. 

Similar experiences were also shared by other teachers such as T1 and T7. 

Additionally, this departmental disregard of the significance of ESP novice 

teachers’ education was criticised by T3:  

we have colleagues that come back from their scholarships with 

no teaching experience or they had one year of teaching 

experience. Now I think as a responsibility of the language centre 

[…] there should be some kind of training. Supervision. You 

cannot just take a teacher with no experience and get them into a 

classroom and say “ok you can try whatever you want until they 

[learners] learn and you get to learn at the same time”. No. (T3) 

Instead of the undirected manner by which T4 learned to teach ESP, T3 stressed 

the need for a structured vision towards PD in which factors such as collegial 

experiences were systematically developed to be advantageous for novice 

teachers. T3, for example, proposed a mentoring plan in which novice teachers 

were guided and fostered in their early teaching years by experienced teachers. 

Other improvement suggestions included establishing resource banks for 

supplementary materials and sample tasks (T6, T7), and facilitating systematic 

channels of experience reciprocation through which novice teachers benefit from 

‘best practices of some [experienced] teachers on what worked and what did not 

work’, and in return novice teachers ‘gave advice’ to experienced teachers 

concerning teacher-learner relationships (T1). The perceptions of T3 and T4 

corroborate the arguments of other researchers (Borg, 2015; Chen, 2000; 

Farrell, 2006; Henry and Tynkkinen, 2017) regarding the impact of teachers’ 

perceptions of PD on their practices, and how these perceptions impact the 

construction of their ESP teacher identity. 

Another discussion avenue with respect to PD tackled problematic issues 

concerning in-service PD, particularly concerning departmental attitudes and 
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practices in this realm. T6 commented on a facet of these perceptions, i.e. 

departmental strategies for PD planning and organisation: 

it is usually the publishers. I’m sorry they are the publishers. 

They’re going to run their course according to what they want to 

sell […] So I think getting other experienced educators is going to 

be more effective than getting publishers to come in to give us 

professional development. I just don’t agree with that. (T6) 

Particularly, T6 indicated the management’s reliance on workshops offered by 

publishing houses who aimed primarily at promoting their publications rather 

than PD. T6, among others, demonstrated that what they actually needed was a 

link with other practitioners in the field and with the world of research to be 

familiar with recent ESP-related trends. This was confirmed through the positive 

reactions towards an ESP workshop which was given by a US-visiting professor 

and towards a conference which was held in the institution (entirely teacher-

initiated and led). This was considered by some teachers beneficial in 

familiarising the AIB teachers with ESP principles and enabling them to network 

with other colleagues in the ESP field. Such views provide grounds for the need 

to incorporate the teachers’ voices and engagement in PD organisation.  

Additionally, teachers discussed issues in relation to the management of PD. T7, 

for example, mentioned a lack of institutional support in offering substituting 

teachers for those who wished to embark on self-initiated PD, e.g. financing own 

conference trips. Additionally, T2 commented on PD opportunities that were 

financially covered by the institution:  

although all these things [PD] exist the teachers don't actually do 

them in reality. For example when they attend a conference they 

don't share what they've learned with the other teachers and the 

department doesn't follow whether it is actually done or not. (T2) 

According to T2, post-PD opportunities were not institutionally monitored and 

therefore not satisfactorily accomplished by teachers. Departmental managers, 

T2 perceived, were thus accountable for facilitating and overseeing this process 

of knowledge dissemination. The departmental disregard for this supervisory role 

resulted in a hiatus in the process of internal knowledge dissemination. T3 

similarly perceived that this gap was implicated by the incompetency of the 

‘authoritative body’ in managing PD and maintained that a systematic strategy of 
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encouragement through incentives would motivate teachers to participate in PD 

and disseminate learned knowledge.     

The teachers’ perceptions of how the departmental personnel handled issues of 

PD had consequences on their ESP experiences. Some teachers, for example, 

chose to soften the courses’ specificity due the lack of proper ESP-related PD. 

Time and collegial experiences, for instance, led T4 to hold perceptions that ESP 

was ‘above their [learners’] level’ and that she had to ‘go down and try to pull 

them back again’ instead of nurturing their future professional identities. T4 

interpreted such perceptions through adjusting the course’s specificity through a 

heavy dose of grammar worksheets instead of focusing on important textual and 

contextual components of ESP writing. Other teachers chose to avoid teaching 

highly-specific courses like legal English as T6 explained:  

the law course which nobody wants to touch [laughing]. It’s like a 

fight every semester ”we don’t wanna teach this” […] they 

[teachers] want to turn it again into like ESP340 and ESP350 

[common core courses] […] they don't like it because it has new 

things that they have to learn to be able to teach it properly. (T6) 

As indicated by T6, teachers’ perceived ESP challenges were implicated by their 

lack of preparation to handle highly specific disciplinary courses. Therefore, to be 

able to teach this course, teachers anticipated an intimidating journey in which 

they had to familiarise themselves with the content and pedagogical knowledge 

required for a successful ESP teaching experience. Farrell (2012) warns against 

potential ‘teacher attrition’ as a possible implication for the lack of TE.   

This section discussed the perceived lack of ESP novice-teacher education and 

problematic aspects in the ongoing PD opportunities offered to in-service 

teachers. In light of the discerned situation, some teachers navigated their 

teaching trajectories through ‘experience and practice’ as T7 explained. Little can 

such factors assist teachers in some ESP-related issues such as target situation 

or disciplinary teachers’ needs. Considering the already challenging transition 

from GE to ESP backgrounds (Campion, 2016), the challenge exacerbates with 

the departmental lack of support in the area of PD to ease this transition. 

Teachers then had to navigate their way in ‘an uncharted land’ (Hutchinson and 

Waters, 1987). This places emphasis on the need for researching and 

problematising the different aspects of PD and the means in which departmental 
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managers can facilitate a better PD experience that leads to improvement in the 

ESP courses.  

6.3 Summary 

This chapter discussed the second group of findings generated from data 

analysis: the environmental factors contributing to the ESP teaching and learning 

experiences at IAB. These factors were discussed in two main sections tackling 

the influence of perceptions of the learners’ social and cultural backgrounds and 

the institutional approaches through which the ESP courses and the language 

department are managed. In a nutshell, the teachers’ perceptions of their 

learners’ social categories, i.e. SES, gender, and cultural beliefs and norms, and 

the learners’ depictions of their own contextual surroundings had a significant 

impact on how the ESP courses were run by teachers and how learners received 

and reacted towards the attainment of ESP. Additionally, teachers perceived that 

the management approaches, i.e. lack of management systematisation, 

concerning the ESP courses, TE and communication contributed to a less 

successful ESP experience at the context of IAB.  

However, the hopeful seeds of change demonstrated by the teachers’ individual 

attempts to create reform in their classrooms indicate that instead of viewing the 

context pessimistically as hopelessly corrupted, it should be viewed more 

positively as a context in need of re-modelling, revisiting of roles and regulations, 

and a systematised vision of how to induce positive change in the contexts of 

IAB’s ESP courses.  

The next chapter provides in-depth discussions of the two findings chapters, 

integrating both teachers’ and learners’ views regarding the demonstrated topics 

with respect to relevant literature and the Kuwaiti context.  
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7 Discussion 

This chapter is divided into four sections, each discussing the key findings 

elicited from the teachers’ and learners’ data regarding their experiences on the 

ESP courses at IAB. A considerable level of intersectional synthesis of the 

findings is achieved in the discussion of the topics introduced in the Findings 

chapters. In other words, the discussion of the findings portrays an integrated 

depiction of the ESP scenario at IAB from the viewpoints of the involved 

stakeholders to answer the research questions:   

1. What are the views of the teachers and learners regarding their ESP 

experiences at IAB? 

2. What are the perceived factors that shape the ESP teaching and learning 

experiences at IAB? 

2.1 How do these factors shape the teaching and learning experiences at 

IAB?   

This comes as part of the inherent complexity of human phenomena, and the 

fact that individuals’ conceptualisations of their lived realities can be better 

explored by acknowledging the dynamic nature and interrelatedness of the 

different aspects shaping these phenomena.  

7.1 ESP conceptualisations  

Teachers’ and learners’ conceptualisations of ESP and what a specific teaching 

and learning experience entails was an important factor impacting the ESP 

experiences at IAB. Cognition has been extensively discussed in the literature as 

a factor influencing teachers’ and learners’ practices (Borg, 2015; Burns, 1996; 

Ellis and Johnson, 1994; Farrell and Lim, 2005; Mercer, 2011; Peacock, 2001a; 

Sanchez and Borg, 2014; Trinder, 2013). Based on my experience of working at 

IAB, one unexpected finding was that cognitions, especially those of teachers, 

were key factors in shaping interpretations and performance in ESP teaching 

and learning experiences. Particularly, in my previous experience as a teacher at 

IAB and through the collegial discussions regarding the status and quality of 

IAB’s ESP program, the issue of ESP conceptualisations (whether ours as 

teachers or those of learners) was not highlighted as a factor that can have an 

influence on the ESP experiences. As such, issues pertinent to teachers’ and 

learners’ cognition seem to be missing and somehow taken for granted at the 
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investigated context. As shown in Figure 7.1, findings, however, highlighted a 

need for familiarising teachers and learners with these missing concepts. 
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Figure 7.1 Teachers' and learners' ESP conceptualisations 
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As can be seen in Figure 7.1, teachers and learners conceptualised ESP with 

respect to its purpose, focus and content. Teachers’ and learners’ views of ESP 

demonstrated some commonalities as well as differences. This in turn resulted in 

consequential influences on their attitudes and actions in their ESP courses. 

Figure 7.1 is further unpacked in the discussion of the teachers’ and learners’ 

conceptualisations of ESP in the following subsections.   

7.1.1 Highlights of teachers’ ESP conceptualisations      

Broadly, data revealed that teachers’ cognition (beliefs and knowledge) 

regarding ESP and its founding principles had an impact on how they perceived 

the nature of teaching and the nature of their roles and duties in the ESP 

courses. This in turn was an important instigator in their ESP instructional 

planning, experiences in classrooms, as well as perceptions of their ESP 

learners. Many researchers in the area of teacher cognition (Borg, 2015; Burns, 

1996; Farrell and Lim, 2005; Sanchez and Borg, 2014) theorise that teachers’ 

conceptualisations of their language teaching field and beliefs about teaching 

inform what is enacted in their classrooms. This study corroborates the 

arguments regarding the centrality and value of understanding teachers’ 

cognition as a proxy to understanding their practices. This sheds a more focused 

light on an under-researched area in this field; ESP-related cognitions 

(Alexander, 2012; Campion, 2016). 

As seen in Figure 7.1, findings indicate that most teachers understood ESP from 

its most basic components; ESP as an approach serving disciplinary, future, and 

professional purposes. Their conceptual identification of what ESP is and what it 

entails aligned with the absolute and variable characteristics of Dudley-Evans 

and St John (1998); and Strevens (1988; Cited in Dudley-Evans and St. John) in 

which the focus lies in the purpose and scope of language (See Section 3.1). 

Similarly aligned with these definitions, teachers highlighted the theoretical 

GE/ESP distinction (Woodrow, 2017). They perceived the field to be goal-driven, 

with goals orienting around the three perceived overarching concepts 

abovementioned.   

Despite the above indicated agreements, teachers’ ESP conceptualisations in 

relation to course focus exhibited some dispersals and incongruences. 

Specifically, teachers’ understanding of the ESP course focus ranged from 

teaching textual elements such as grammar and vocabulary, to more 
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contextually-oriented conceptualisations like teaching communicational 

strategies ‘through’ the means of discipline, and teaching skills relevant to 

learners’ future workplaces. Therefore, some teachers’ depictions seemed to 

decontextualize language from its cultural and environmental surroundings. on 

the other hand, Johns et al. (2011, p. 2) assert that ‘to best understand how 

language is used, we must examine it within context’. Workplace communication 

research such as Forey and Lockwood (2007) asserts that a considerable deal of 

workplace interaction fails because of lacking ecological and communicational 

strategies rather than knowledge of textual elements. Artemeva and Fox (2014, 

p. 461) argue that a successful ‘transfer of learning’ from academic to 

professional settings entails more attention to ‘social context and knowledge 

construction’ than exclusively focusing on textual elements. Artemeva and Fox 

(2014) argue that the former understanding should be rooted in teachers’ 

conceptualisations of their discipline-related language teaching experiences.      

As illustrated in Figure 7.1, a deeper probe into teachers’ responses highlighted 

some stated conceptualisations that were indicative of a deeper understanding of 

ESP through discussions of characteristics such as authenticity, autonomy, and 

communicative events. These concepts, however, were dispersed across 

teachers’ views and less acknowledged than textual elements. Hyland (2006, p. 

2) cautions against ‘broad definitions’ of ESP and maintains that they  

fail to capture the diverse ways that EAP seeks to understand 

and engage learners in a critical understanding of the 

increasingly varied contexts and practices of academic 

communication.  

(Hyland, 2006, p. 2) 

This was exactly the implication in the context of IAB. To be specific, findings 

illustrate how teachers’ practices fail to address the level complexity introduced 

in Hyland’s statement due to their basic understanding of their language teaching 

field.   

Although teachers acknowledged some significant notions in understanding 

ESP, the conceptualisation of the field has become more complex than what 

appeared in most teachers’ characterisations. As perceived by (Hyland, 2018a, 

p. 337), ESP  
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has encouraged teachers to highlight communication rather than 

language, to adopt a research orientation to their work, to employ 

collaborative pedagogies, to be aware of discourse variation, and 

to consider the wider political implications of their role.  

(Hyland, 2018a, p. 337) 

ESP is ‘dynamic’ (Kırkgöz and Dikilitaş, 2018), in the sense that it is sensitive to 

the constantly changing professional contexts and demands of its learners. 

Therefore, ESP goes beyond ‘controlling linguistic error and polishing style’ 

(Hyland, 2006, p. 2) towards enabling learners to engage professionally in 

various and complex ways and prepare them for the ‘unfamiliar genres’ they 

might encounter in their professional futures (Hyland, 2006; Wood, 2009). Such 

conceptions, however, were missing from the teachers’ ESP understanding.  

In relation to specificity and content knowledge, data indicated that most 

teachers’ conceptualisations of ESP appeared on the highly specific end of the 

ESP continuum (Belcher, 2006). As demonstrated in Figure 7.1, and evident in 

phrases such as ‘pure ESP’, most teachers perceived ESP courses in theory as 

disciplinary homogenous, excluding disciplinary heterogeneous courses from 

their ESP classification. Reference of ESP as a type of language courses which 

serves learners’ needs to experience interdisciplinary scenarios which they might 

encounter in their future workplaces was scant in the teachers’ discussions 

(Handford and Matous, 2015; Spence and Liu, 2013).  

Interestingly, and with this perceived high level of specificity, teachers held a 

discrepant view with respect to the level of disciplinary knowledge an ESP 

teacher should hold. In this respect, there was a near consensus over the idea 

that attaining knowledge relevant to the taught discipline was not part of their 

perceived duties. Despite the difficulty of isolating language from its context 

(Cheng, 2011; Paltridge and Wang, 2011), teachers perceived themselves as 

language, and not content, teachers. Others perceived the responsibility in 

holding disciplinary ‘carrier’ knowledge with no obligation to teach it (Dudley-

Evans and St John, 1998). Thus, it can be contended that attaining disciplinary 

knowledge for such teachers can be a face-saving strategy (Wu and Badger, 

2009). As also confirmed in previous research (Alexander, 2012; Borg, 2015), 

these discrepancies between teachers’ perceptions in specificity and teacher 
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knowledge represent a gap in their ESP conceptualisation that had a direct 

impact on their ESP approaches and practices.      

Aligning with the manifested relationship between teachers’ beliefs of their 

academic contexts and their practices (Borg, 2015; Farrell and Yang, 2019), 

teachers in this study also demonstrated that their ESP practices and course 

decisions were informed by depictions of their language teaching and learning 

domain. Teachers in this realm demonstrated practices in three different facets; 

those who did not see any difference in teaching GE and ESP, those who saw a 

difference and demonstrated some congruence between their beliefs and 

practices, and those whose beliefs exhibited conflicts with their practices.  

The solitary teacher case who did not perceive a difference between teaching 

GE and ESP (T5) generally demonstrated practices that were heavily pertinent to 

GE in content and approach. T5’s instruction exclusively emphasised addressing 

textbook content in a decontextualized manner and addressing textual and 

structural elements of language. Considering the nature of taught content in this 

case, such classrooms were more teacher-centred, with more authority assigned 

for the teacher to deliver the target content and less space for learners to engage 

in practical learning or developing skills such as autonomy and critical thinking 

(Borg, 2015; Cheng, 2006; Grasha, 1994; Lee and Swales, 2006; Vanicheva et 

al., 2015). Although T5 assigned such instructional approaches to attributes such 

as her learners’ proficiency level and lack of future professional needs, her GE-

oriented instruction can be also linked to her status from the teachers’ knowledge 

which she excludes from her ESP teaching duties. 

The second group of teachers acknowledged some characteristics of ESP such 

as workplace-related skills and professional preparedness (Artemeva and Fox, 

2014), and reflected this acknowledgement in their ESP instruction. Teachers in 

this group were concerned with the learned skill which learners can exploit in 

their future workplaces rather than learned knowledge. Therefore, they used 

approaches and methods to reflect these perceptions such as project-based 

instruction, cognitive and metacognitive strategies and recycling learned 

knowledge to familiarise learners with the multiple ways of knowledge 

employment. Teachers in this group worked as knowledge facilitators (Borg, 

2015; Grasha, 1994), giving more space and responsibility for learners to take 

part in their own learning. However, their lack of understanding of ESP 
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fundamental approaches such as genre analysis (Bhatia, 2008), corpus analysis 

(Lee and Swales, 2006), and intercultural rhetoric (Connor et al., 2016) 

contributed to reducing the level of specificity of their ESP lessons.   

The third group of teachers showed signs of disparity between their ESP 

conceptualisations and implementations. Although these teachers emphasised 

the specific, future, and professional characterisations of ESP, and 

acknowledged the authentic, practical, and in situ education learners should 

engage in for a successful ESP experience, they still reported following a 

textbook-dependent approach to their ESP courses which mostly emphasised 

textual and structural language teaching. These teachers, however, 

demonstrated struggles of trying to reflect their ESP cognitions in their 

instructional plans, only to abandon these attempts shortly afterwards and 

recede to previous instructional styles. This struggle, represented in these back-

and-forth attempts between discipline-related and general instruction reveal 

much about the teachers’ inner conflict between their beliefs and practices (Borg, 

2015; 2018; Sanchez and Borg, 2014). Teachers were in the predicament of 

following the textbook content against their own depictions of ESP as rooted in 

the potential professional experiences of their learners. Such predicament was 

caused by teachers’ consciousness of their learners’ proficiency level as a key 

factor deterring the success of these attempts. Therefore, and as indicated by 

Bhatia et al. (2011), teachers perceived ESP as ‘an unworkable’ approach in 

their contexts. Hyland (2006; 2016) contests such beliefs which are conducive to 

beliefs of shifting for ‘general ESP’ while Borg (2015) pinpoints teacher 

demotivation as a natural consequence to the conflict between 

conceptualisations and perceived reality. Hyland (2006, pp. 11-12) maintains that  

students do not learn in a step-by-step fashion according to 

some externally imposed sequence but acquire features of the 

language as they need them, rather than in the order that 

teachers present them. So while students may need to attend 

more to sentence-level features at lower proficiencies, there is no 

need to ignore specific language uses at any stage. 

(Hyland, 2006, pp. 11-12)  

Hyland (2017) further maintains that such language deficits can be ‘topped up’ in 

remedial courses. It can be argued, however, that such convictions can only be 
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reached with a deeper and more critical understanding of ESP through which 

teachers gear their instructional plans towards serving these ‘specific language 

uses’ in a realistic manner.        

7.1.2 Highlights of learners’ ESP conceptualisations 

A notable observation in this research, and in many studies before it (Barcelos 

and Kalaja, 2011; Bernat et al., 2009; Bernat and Gvozdenko, 2005; Ellis, 2008; 

Hyland, 2017; Wesely, 2012), is that learners’ attitudes and motivation are 

influenced by the fulfilment of their expectations of their language learning 

experiences. Generally, and as seen in Figure 7.1, learners demonstrated 

acknowledgement of the three overarching concepts underpinning ESP that 

were emphasised by their teachers: the future, disciplinary, and professional. 

This does not mean that learners held homogeneous views of ESP. Learners in 

this study held two sets of views concerning ESP conceptualisations: perceiving 

ESP from textual and a contextual perspectives. These views entailed different 

implications concerning learners’ attitudes and reactions towards their ESP 

experiences.  

Before delving into the learners’ perceptions and their implications, some 

interesting observations arise from the above prelude. Namely, learners’ 

perceptions of what ESP meant to them were less explicit than their teachers’, so 

they were elicited from learners’ discussions of their ESP needs, wants and 

aspirations. It would be simplistic to ascribe this only to the positional nature of 

teachers and learners and the implicating nature of the two groups. As shown in 

the findings, and will be shown in this section, learners sometimes demonstrated 

a considerable understanding of ESP without even having pedagogical content 

knowledge to establish such understanding. Being tertiary-level learners, Gollin-

Kies et al. (2015, p. 126) argue that most learners enter their learning 

experiences with at least basic prior ‘professional’, ‘theoretical or ‘experiential’ 

knowledge of their fields. This knowledge comes in differing levels which are 

cumulatively shaped by surrounding sources such as language teachers, 

disciplinary teachers, learners’ field visits, peers experiences, practicum, as well 

as their living conditions, and environmental factors (Borg, 2015; Farrell, 2003; 

Kubota and Chiang, 2013; Mercer, 2011). Due to the ‘dynamic’ , and the social 

constructivist nature of human perceptions (Barcelos and Kalaja, 2011; Ellis, 

2008), it can be argued that learners’ lack of explicitness in illustrating their 
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views, and the consistencies and inconsistencies between learners’ and 

teachers’ views can be the fruit of the differing life trajectories and social 

experiences encountered by these learners, which in turn can yield such 

differences and conflicts. This justification, however, cannot exclude the impact 

of the lack of learners’ familiarity of ESP as a contributing factor which can shape 

their conceptualisations, as will be shown subsequently.  

In this study, some learners demonstrated textual-based views of ESP. These 

learners acknowledged the value of some of the currently applied methods; 

repetitive learning of textual and structural language elements, grammar and 

vocabulary, perceiving them as expected approaches in tertiary-level 

experiences to help them achieve aspired accuracy. This can be seen in Figure 

7.1. Such language learning perceptions are recognised by many such as 

Hyland (2016); and Woodrow (2017) as more pertinent to GE courses because 

of their lack of contextual underpinnings, i.e. disciplinary genres, through which 

the introduced knowledge is framed in order to be deemed an ESP course. 

According to Peacock (2001a), sometimes human conceptions lack resilience for 

change. As claimed by Mercer (2011); and Pajares (1992); Peacock (2001a), 

this can be an outcome of prolonged involvement in a specific environment, i.e. 

potentially previous learning experiences, which can consolidate these 

conceptions. Thus, it can be argued that their previous language learning 

experiences during school and remedial courses were deeply consolidated in 

their cognition, forming an influential force that hindered the substitution with the 

more recent ‘peripheral’ beliefs of their new learning experience (Peacock, 

2001a), especially when finding no support or encouragement from teachers or 

surrounding others to attain ESP.  

In the current study, learners who viewed ESP from a textual approach and 

demanded increased doses of grammar and vocabulary simultaneously 

acknowledged the three overarching fundaments of ESP like their peers. Such 

conceptional conflicts can yield signs of resistance or intimidation to transfer from 

a GE to a new ESP experience (James, 2010). This can be further confirmed by 

the learners’ lack of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) demonstrated in Section 5.1.4. 

As shown in the current study and further confirmed by the study of Jarvis 

(2010), tetxtually-based componenets of the language learning experience were 

perceived by learners as mandatory in the ESP courses due to their 
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resemblance of their previous learning experiences. As such, some learners in 

this group based their conceptions of the nature of ESP learning on the idea of 

their individual capacities, i.e. what I can learn according to my current 

proficiency rather than what I should learn in an ESP experience which 

corresponds with the three acknowledged overarching elements of ESP    

Another reason could be the learners’ lack of knowledge of how this specific 

language genre can help them in future professional settings. Learners with the 

abovementioned discernments mostly discussed their need for English for GE-

related daily situations and consequently wanted to become accurate language 

users. Considering the confessed teachers’ inattention to familiarising their 

learners with ESP and their disciplinary needs (Section 5.2.3), such situation can 

be expected, at least for a portion of IAB’s learners.  

Additionally, teachers who saw the relevance of ESP as quite limited in the 

context of IAB can be a crucial influencer in this area. This corroborated findings 

in and Borg (2015); Galloway and Rose (2013); James (2010) who inferred that 

teachers’ perceptions of their learners’ linguistic needs had an impact on their 

depictions of the course of the language learning experiences and the success of 

‘language transfer’ to professional settings. Li and Rubie-Davies (2014) infer that 

learners tend to be more subordinate to teachers’ convictions and directions in 

an academic experience. This, as explained by Li and Rubie-Davies (2014), can 

be due to learners’ perception of their academic experiences as limited in 

comparison to their teachers’, which renders a consequential lack of confidence 

and a lacking sense of self-efficacy. Such inferences seem to be relevant to the 

context of IAB’s learners, especially when considering the disempowered status 

of female learners in their wider social contexts demonstrated in Section 6.1 as 

another potential contributor to these views. 

Implicated from their perceptions of the nature of ESP courses, these learners 

demonstrated a lack of enthusiasm towards learning disciplinary genres and an 

increased interest in achieving linguistic accuracy, showing satisfaction towards 

the quality of IAB’s current ESP courses for their focus on language accuracy. 

They valued learning general aspects of language which served daily-life 

activities, even with their recognition of ESP courses as those serving 

disciplinary and professional purposes. Due to their accuracy-oriented 

perceptions, these learners generally linked positive performance with test 
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scores and overall course grades, irrespective of their relevance to their future 

careers. 

On the other hand, and as illustrated by Figure 7.1, another group of learners 

had differing views of ESP from some of their teachers and fellow learners. 

These learners illustrated perceptions of ESP that were pertinent to functional 

and contextual perspectives. A significant number of learners perceived an ESP 

language experience as one which facilitates their attainment of confidence in 

language use through fluency rather than accuracy. These learners were quite 

expressive and specific in their demonstrations of genres, communicative 

discourses, and nature of interlocutors anticipated in future professional 

situations. Grammar according to these learners serves an instrumental and 

pragmatic role in ESP which should be learned experientially. For these learners, 

ESP underscores the communicative events which expose them to a simulation 

of their target situations and the skills which they can employ to function 

successfully in communicative acts in their future professions. This means that 

communicative discourses were perceived by learners as central to their learning 

experiences and that ESP is purpose-oriented (Belcher, 2009). The most 

perceived purpose for these learners is their preparedness for future workplaces, 

or ‘the ability to apply learning and knowledge acquired in the classroom setting 

to the workplace setting’ (Artemeva and Fox, 2014, p. 461). Therefore, ESP 

courses were viewed as a transitional phase that transcends GE experiences to 

enable them to explore and practise tools of professional meaning-making 

relevant to their future careers (Hafner and Miller, 2018). This entailed a 

subsequent need for practical involvement in authentic texts to serve this mission 

(Chan, 2017), and an interactive engagement in the classroom (Cheng, 2008; 

Lee and Swales, 2006), rather than adopting a direct style of instruction like the 

one currently adopted by some teachers.    

Learners in this group reacted more positively towards the ESP course which 

they perceived as pertinent to these conceptualisations, i.e. ESP185, and less 

enthusiasm towards other ESP courses for the very same reason. Corroborating 

Hyland (2016) on the link between introducing discipline-specific knowledge and 

higher learner motivation, learners acknowledged and appreciated this course for 

its concern with disciplinary knowledge, generic structures, and authentic tasks 

which provide them with a window for future language use, therefore helping 
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them establish the basis of their professional identity. Such findings corroborate 

Lee and Chern (2011), who assert that establishing an ESP learner and user 

identity goes beyond targeting disciplinary vocabulary or genre knowledge in 

simplistic fashion to a more situated teaching and learning experience in which 

learners are immersed in different and interactive encounters, relationships, and 

contexts to gain contextualised learning experiences which facilitate future 

utilisation of learned lessons.  

These learners demonstrated that the inadequacy of the other ESP courses 

stemmed from a gap between learners’ expectations and the current state of the 

courses. Learners did not see their expectations of a tertiary language learning 

experience fulfilled in these courses. This generated a sense of disappointment 

among learners. In general, mismatches between teachers’ and learners’ views 

of language experiences have been identified as a contributor to less successful 

educational experiences (Fisher, 2013; Galloway and Rose, 2013; Mercer, 

2011). Ellis (2008, p. 7) states that learners’ beliefs about their academic 

experience ‘shape the way they set about the learning task’. Similarly, Trinder 

(2013) points to the ‘uncontested’ impact of learners’ beliefs of their learning 

experience on their course satisfaction. This perceived gap rendered a sense of 

limitedness in catering for their disciplinary knowledge anticipated from the 

courses, thus creating a hiatus between perceiving ‘ESP as a Portal to Systemic 

Literacy’ (Bhatia et al., 2011) which raises their awareness of disciplinary genres, 

generic features and conventions (Hyland, 2018a), and provides them with  

‘lifelong learning’ tools, in contrast to the teacher-centred, grammar-and-

vocabulary-based approach currently employed in the ESP courses. 

Ellis (2008, p. 24) states that ‘Little learning is likely if there is a mismatch 

between the teacher’s and the students’ belief systems’. As such, and perceiving 

no signs of achievement of the above depictions in their ESP courses, some 

learners adopted a demotivated ‘means to an end’ approach to their ESP 

learning experiences (Trinder, 2013), while others demonstrated signs of 

resistance to this current situation by seeking external means of knowledge 

attainment to help establish their future professional identities (Artemeva and 

Fox, 2014; Diemer and Blustein, 2007; Wan et al., 2011). Learners reported 

practices which reflected distrust in the quality of ESP courses in aligning with 

their perceptions of ESP courses and fulfilling their ESP-related expectations. 
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Such practices involved them in seeking external academic support from 

surrounding others (siblings and friends), and technological resources (YouTube 

and translation applications). Other practices involved an exclusive focus on final 

grades, which demonstrated the learners’ shift of focus to short-term goals rather 

than their initially perceived goals of knowledge attainment. In this respect, 

Berger and Archer (2015) point to the direct link between the level of 

achievement of learners’ discerned goals and their classroom practices, whether 

positive or negative. 

Findings concerning learners’ beliefs highlight the significance of gaining insights 

of learners’ perceptions of their language learning experiences as a proxy for 

understanding their attitudes and reactions towards the content and approaches 

employed. As confirmed by many, such as Barcelos and Kalaja (2011); and Ellis 

(2008); Fisher (2013); Mercer (2011), ‘Beliefs influence how learners construe 

what they experience in the classroom and their learning behaviour’. 

Researchers such as Forey and Cheung (2019) highlight the value of learner-

inclusive instructional modes such as explicit teaching in which learners are 

made aware of what and how they achieve learning. Therefore, and as pointed 

by Benesch (2001), learners’ involvement in their learning process and the 

generation of ESP awareness is key in their learning process. It is their right to 

be familiarised with the ‘context of situation’, namely to be familiar with the social 

and cultural contexts in which genres and language practices occur (Hafner and 

Miller, 2018, p. 40). This is because learners, as all other stakeholders in the 

ESP enterprise, hold their own unique versions of worldviews which help them 

gauge, react and interact in their language learning experiences. Departing from 

such premise, it becomes significant for teachers and course designers to gain 

an understanding of these depictions in order to explore where the teachers’ and 

learners’ views converge and diverge and how views, flaws, and insufficiencies 

can be addressed and remedied in the given context.  

7.2 ESP needs 

As demonstrated in Figure 7.2, the discussion in the area of needs addresses 

both research questions by highlighting some important issues; a) status of NA in 

delineating learners’ needs, b) the relationship between teachers’ and learners’ 

needs-related perceptions and practices and c) the institutional approach 

towards ESP needs. Data highlighted the concept of needs as a significant 
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influencer on IBA’s teachers’ and learners’ ESP experiences. From the data, it 

can be inferred that the institutional disregard for NA as an integral foundational 

step in ESP courses had a cascading impact on the formation of teachers’ and 

learners’ perceptions, attitudes and practices.  

 

 

  

Figure 7.2 Teachers' and learners' conceptualisations of ESP needs 
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Theoretically, teachers largely valued NA’s benefits, considering it as a guiding 

blueprint that enables them to navigate through their ESP courses to better 

address learners’ needs. Congruent with the literature (Flowerdew, 2013; Long, 

2005; Lung, 2014), teachers viewed NA as a significant point of departure on 

which the ESP approach should be grounded and which any ESP agenda should 

reflect. As shown in Figure 7.2, considering the mission of NA initiation as strictly 

among institutional responsibilities, and perceiving the institutional disregard for 

this vital step, teachers tried remedying the situation through personal attempts 

such as conducting informal NAs, involving in needs assessment training 

courses, and informally consulting disciplinary teachers. Such attempts as 

explained by teachers were unappreciated and unimplemented by the 

departmental management. Although such actions reflect teachers’ commitment, 

they also embed some critical issues to consider. First, it is worth mentioning 

here that teachers reported their lack of training in the area of NA (See Section 

6.2.1). Knowledge of the underpinning principles and methodologies to explore, 

analyse and prioritise learners’ needs from multiple sources and methods is 

mandatory for a better execution of this complex process (Brown, 2016; Gilabert, 

2005; Jasso-Aguilar, 2005; Serafini et al., 2015). Teachers, however, reported 

that their general academic qualifications (e.g. TESOL) were not adequate to 

enable them to be successful needs analysts. NA is not a one man job (Bhatia et 

al., 2011). The practical complexity of NA, especially in a versatile context such 

as IAB, poses challenges to the success of individual efforts in this area. Bhatia 

et al. (2011) consider NA as a step which should be executed collaboratively for 

a more time and effort efficient teaching experience, an argument which takes us 

back to the management’s responsibility in facilitating and mentoring such 

projects.  

Another interesting point in this discussion was how teachers reacted to the 

current situation. In the absence of NA, teachers relied on ‘lay theories’ to cope 

with the current situation (Eilam and Poyas, 2009; Hüttner et al., 2013). As 

illustrated in Figure 7.2, teachers relied on themselves, through personal 

interpretations of local professional contexts as national citizens, and on their 

learners’ wants and perceived needs, through informal classroom-based NAs. 

Teachers, and subsequently learners, are ‘active, thinking decision-makers’ 

(Borg, 2003, p. 81) in their academic contexts. However, they are not the only 

course beneficiaries in the ESP enterprise; therefore, they cannot be the only 
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sources to inform NA (Brown, 2016; Flowerdew, 2013; Lockwood, 2012). In the 

current study for example, teachers considered themselves a more 

knowledgeable source who has the upper hand in the need determination while 

at the same time confessing their serious lack of knowledge of their learners’ 

disciplinary genres. Teachers also reported the conflict between their reliance on 

their learners as a key source for need elicitation even though they were sceptic 

about their ability to offer sound views in this area (Borg, 2003). NA as a 

collaborative project (Bhatia et al., 2011), which involves multiple stakeholders 

and methods (Jasso-Aguilar, 2005; Long, 2005), and empowers learners by 

amplifying their voice in the ESP course design (Benesch, 2001; Lee and 

Swales, 2006) therefore seems mandatory.    

The current situation yielded perceptions regarding the nature of the potential 

workplaces in which learners would be involved. Specifically, teachers developed 

convictions of their learners’ needs based on perceptions of the nature of the 

professional destinations which most IAB’s learners would potentially join. 

Consequently, teachers perceived these potential career options as not only 

local, but also confined to specific local destinations. This was represented in 

their acknowledgement of the governmental and private sector dichotomy 

(Section 5.2). Some learners also corroborated the teachers’ above stated 

perceptions of the nature of their future workplaces, similarly perceiving them as 

culturally and linguistically static. Given the social constructivist nature of 

perceptions (Borg, 2015), and based on the principle that knowledge and 

perceptions are constructed and negotiated among members of their given social 

contexts (Borg, 2015; Borg and Al-Busaidi, 2012; Lantolf, 2000), this 

corroboration can highlight the teachers’ beliefs and practices as a possible 

shaper of some learners’ perceptions. As theorised by Sanchez and Borg (2014), 

the ‘teacher constructed context’, i.e. the constructed depictions of the context of 

learning based on the surrounding contextual conditions, influences attitudes and 

instructional decisions. In the context of IAB, teachers’ and learners’ constructed 

conceptualisations of learners’ ESP needs had a significant impact on how both 

groups approached the ESP courses. Such a scenario was additionally 

aggravated by the lack of a scientifically-based NA which consequently allowed 

for the lay interpretations to dominate, rather than contribute, to the current 

academic context. Such constructed context will be further unpacked in the 

subsequent discussion.   
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As clarified in Figure 7.2, teachers and some learners considered governmental 

workplaces as professional destinations which most IAB learners would 

potentially join. Considering perceptions of the prevalent state of demotivation 

among IAB’s learners, a possible justification for such depiction can be the 

government’s policies of securing jobs for all Kuwaiti citizens as part of its 

‘cradle-to-grave’ welfare agenda (Al-Nakib, 2016; Longva, 2006). Governmental 

workplaces were largely perceived by teachers and some learners as demanding 

no, or scarce, English language requirements, general or specific, due to 

perceptions of the homogenous cultural and linguistic backgrounds of its 

members. In opposition, private workplaces were depicted as culturally and 

linguistically diverse, making them less likely to be professional destinations for 

IAB’s learners due to their perceived lack of professional enthusiasm. 

Additionally, this is due to other factors such as learners’ socioeconomic and 

sociocultural backgrounds and the consequential lacking of language proficiency, 

which made IAB’s learners less eligible to join such professional communities in 

their eyes and those of their teachers.  

The data revealed some interesting issues in this realm. Specifically, teachers’ 

discernment of their learners’ needs led them to miss some important concepts 

that are crucially relevant to the modern professional worlds, amongst which are 

globalisation and ELF (Coupland, 2011; Ferguson, 2007; Kankaanranta and 

Louhiala-Salminen, 2010). The few occurrences in the data in which some 

teachers discussed the relevance of such concepts to their learners’ language 

needs tackled issues related to the general, rather than professional, use of 

language in daily situations. In fact, and as discussed above, teachers discerned 

learners’ potential careers as local and restricted to a few professional settings 

with no or limited contact with speakers of other languages.  

Considering the dominance of English as a global lingua franca in various fields 

like education (Sifakis and Bayyurt, 2015), business (Kankaanranta and 

Salminen, 2013), social, economic and political encounters (Kumaravadivelu, 

2012), such findings were quite unexpected. In the literature, Kumaravadivelu 

(2012) affirms the dominance of globalisation through his elaborate explanation 

of the impact of cultural and economic globalisation in bringing humanity together 

in multiple and complex facets. Such ‘transnational’ scene made English ‘at the 

apex of the world language hierarchy’ (Ferguson, 2007, p. 9). ESP itself has 
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gained its spreading prominence due to the contingency of globalisation to 

become a significant part of the nations’ tertiary educational agendas (Ferguson, 

2007; Johns, 2013). Sorrells (2012, p. 372) maintains that ‘The forces of 

globalization have catapulted people, practices and beliefs from different cultures 

into shared and contested physical and virtual spaces in workplaces, 

communities and schools in unprecedented ways’. Supported by other 

phenomena such as linguistic imperialism (Canagarajah and Ben Said, 2011), 

World Englishes (Kirkpatrick and Deterding, 2011), ELF (Kankaanranta and 

Salminen, 2013; Nickerson, 2013), and social mobility (Baynham, 2011), the 

need for language as an enabler to be part of the global community can be 

hardly disputed. The need for modern-day employees to attain ESP to facilitate 

their integration in their professional worlds has become consequently 

paramount.  

With reference to geographical contexts,  Kumaravadivelu (2012, p. 8) and 

Malcolm (2013) refer to Middle Eastern countries as an example of the 

heightened need and unremitting efforts to improve English language education 

due to governments’ recognition of the ‘instrumental value [of English] for 

international and intercultural communication’. Nickerson (2005; 2013); 

Nickerson and Camiciottoli (2013) also acknowledge the significant status and 

need for ELF in the Gulf region. As part of such locality and the globalised world, 

Kuwait is in the process of implementing its New Kuwait 2035 plan (Government 

of Kuwait, n.d.), which aims to transform the country into a regional financial, 

cultural, and institutional hub (See Section 2.1). Expatriates, outnumbering 

Kuwaiti citizens, comprise various non-Arab speaking communities, making 

Kuwait a multinational, multicultural and multilinguistic scene par excellence 

(Crystal, 1994; 2016). Aggregating the above evidence, tertiary-level learners’ 

need for an academic experience to equip them with language as a tool of 

professional communication seems to be pressing. The current belief about the 

role of English at IAB is, however, in opposition to the above stated depictions. 

This in turn engenders serious remarks on the issue of power in the 

determination of target needs in the context of IAB. Bocanegra-Valle (2016); 

Flowerdew (2013); and Gollin-Kies et al. (2015) emphasise the ‘highly political’ 

nature of the process of needs determination in ESP courses. Thus, Gollin-Kies 

et al. (2015, p. 80) affirmation that ‘Everyone has an opinion, whether well 
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informed or not, on language’ invites the need for a multiplicity of views to gain a 

sense of the complex and multi-layered conceptualisations of needs.  

Learners’ views regarding their professional needs were partially congruent with 

their teachers’, as shown in Figure 7.2. As previously indicated, a group of 

learners demonstrated similar views to those of their teachers regarding the 

differing nature of workplaces based on targeted sector, nature of their 

professional involvement in each sector, and consequently ESP needs. There 

was, however, a significant group of learners who demonstrated differing views.  

Unlike their teachers, these learners assigned a greater prospective and 

professional value for ESP for their future careers, regardless of the recruiting 

sector. This stemmed from anticipations of different professional situations in 

which they envisioned themselves after graduation. These learners were more 

elaborate in their anticipations of professional needs than their teachers. Their 

discussions yielded awareness of different genres, workplace destinations, 

expected duties, discourse types, communicative events, and interlocutors with 

which to potentially communicate. Issues of globalisation and prominence of ELF 

in different Kuwaiti professional scenes were addressed in learners’ discussions. 

The diverse social canvas of the country as an element that increases the need 

for a tool of professional communication was discussed to justify their 

perceptions of professional needs (Crystal, 2016). Therefore, and according to 

these learners, the need for language transcended the professional dichotomies 

perceived by other participants. Galloway and Rose (2013, p. 230) comment 

while some people in the Expanding Circle may never travel to a 

‘traditional’ English speaking country, it is increasingly likely that 

they will need to write and carry out negotiations in English. 

(Galloway and Rose, 2013, p. 230)  

In this sense, while teachers and some learners perceived the local as isolated 

and distinctive, these learners perceived the local as a germane part of the 

global, involving constant interplays between the two due to several phenomena, 

most relevant to the Kuwaiti scene is expatriatism (Crystal, 2016) and social 

mobility (Baynham, 2011). Therefore, and as corroborated by researchers in 

critical pedagogy (Benesch, 2001; Helmer, 2013), an approach in which learners’ 

resources, e.g. knowledge, views, and concerns, are ‘capitaliz[ed]’ can empower 

learners and consequently support educational reform. Such views conflict 
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engendered additional conflicts in the teachers’ and learners’ attitudes and 

practices towards their ESP experiences, as can be seen in subsequent 

discussions.     

As a result of the above discerned scene, teachers’ and learners’ 

conceptualisations of learners’ needs contributed to shaping their teaching and 

learning experiences. As can be seen from Figure 7.2, a general sense of 

frustration, indifference, and worthlessness of the ESP experience in the current 

context was conveyed in both teachers’ and learners’ data.  

As a consequence to their stated perceptions, teachers discussed practices 

which reflected their demotivated attitudes towards ESP teaching at IAB. By 

disregarding a crucial step in the ESP course design such as NA, teachers 

perceived the courses as ‘chaotic’ and randomly organised. Learners’ needs 

were not clearly delineated. As such, teaching trajectories at IAB took different 

directions. Thus, and corroborated by and Lyons et al. (2017); Phipps and Borg 

(2009), it can be argued that teachers’ orientations of their course goals, whether 

to prepare learners for exams, equip them with daily-life language support, or 

consolidate their disciplinary knowledge, were shaped by how they discerned 

their learners’ needs in light of understanding learners’ future prospective 

workplaces.  

In this respect, many teachers viewed ESP courses only as another step to 

execute as part of learners’ graduation requirements. This indicates a sense of 

uselessness of embracing beliefs such as learner preparedness to meet certain 

future professional requirements (Artemeva and Fox, 2014; Galloway and Rose, 

2013). Consequently, some teachers chose to reduce the courses’ specificity 

level through endorsement of GE approaches like Grammar Translation, 

mechanical drills of grammatical items, heavy reliance on grammar worksheets, 

and decontextualized teaching of vocabulary, i.e. memorisation of parts of 

speech, form and meaning. Such instructional approaches can be stemming 

from ones which they were already familiar with from previous teaching and 

learning experiences (Johnson, 2016; Sanchez and Borg, 2014). Some teachers 

conditioned their courses’ specificity with their learners’ declarations of wants 

and intrinsic motivation towards learning.  

Thus, generally, classrooms mostly adopted an approach in which learners are 

exposed to and automatically respond to teacher-initiated activities (Bhatia et al., 
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2011) with no negotiation of meaning-making, critical thinking or autonomous 

and exploratory approaches to learning. Such inferences conform with previous 

research (Galloway and Rose, 2013; Sanchez and Borg, 2014) which highlights 

the influence of teachers’ beliefs on the knowledge introduced in the course and 

consequently on the outcomes gained by learners. In this respect, Borg (2003) 

refers to the challenge of substituting deep-rooted ‘core’ beliefs which are formed 

from a long journey of educational experiences with the relatively recent 

‘peripheral’ beliefs necessitated by the changing nature of the current academic 

context. This seems even more applicable to the current scenario when 

considering that IAB’s teachers’ peripheral beliefs are shaped by perceptions of 

minimal need for such discipline-specific language which are shaped by personal 

appraisals rather than scientific basis. 

Such perceptions of learners’ needs also engendered some tolerance in 

teachers’ management of their ESP courses. Kim (2011) asserts the direct 

relationship between teachers’ beliefs and motivation towards their instructional 

experience. This can be reflected in practices such as tolerance of learners’ 

cheating, lenient assessment strategies, generous bonuses, and inaction 

towards encouraging passive learners to engage in classroom activities.  

Additionally, learners demonstrated attitudes and practices that were as 

heterogenous as their perceptions. Learners whose perceptions harmonised with 

their teachers’ regarding their needs and the nature of their future workplaces 

demonstrated attitudes of satisfaction with the GE-oriented instruction employed 

in some ESP courses. These learners seem to have built their future 

professional plans around an expectancy of the minimal ESP needs 

in governmental places, therefore aiming for governmental careers to 

avoid challenging encounters. Subsequently, the quality of ESP courses did not 

pose a major issue in their viewpoints; what mattered to them was passing the 

course and fulfilling their graduation requirement. They aspired for the 

achievement of accuracy over fluency in language use and were more interested 

in improving their proficiency for general purposes. Therefore, they showed 

indifference towards ESP due to conceptualisations of their future workplaces 

and perceptions of the consequent minimal English language exposure. Such 

inferences confirm the relationship highlighted in previous research between 
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learners’ expectations and affectual state and attitudes towards the course 

(Galloway and Rose, 2013; Hafner and Miller, 2018; Kember et al., 2008).  

Other learners demonstrated confusions in which they acknowledged the status 

of ELF as commonly used in professional communications; however, they were 

unsure about the nature of this exposure or the way in which they would 

encounter it. These learners questioned the value of their ESP experience and 

showed anxiety towards their future professional experiences. Such reactions 

corroborated Trinder’s (2013) findings, who inferred that a low inclination for 

tolerance of ambiguity, tendencies for risk-taking, and anxiety of language use 

were reported by participants due to mismatches between their beliefs of 

language learning and the actual state of their experience.  

On the other hand, some learners held different views in which they perceived 

the use of ESP as inevitable in professional settings regardless of sector. Hence, 

the source of frustration for these learners was the ‘disjunct’ between their 

perceptions of needs and their teachers (Forey, 2014). These learners held 

negative attitudes towards their teachers’ oversimplification of their needs. 

Learners’ perceptions were geared towards the conceptualisation of future 

professional needs as complex and discipline-related while teachers perceived 

these needs as basic and marginal to their future careers. Corroborated by 

similar findings in Galloway and Rose (2013), learners therefore perceived that 

ESP teachers’ oversimplification of their professional needs hindered their 

opportunity to be exposed to a successful ESP experience. In this study, some 

learners complained about their teachers’ structural and decontextualized 

approaches to ESP instruction. In contrast to such approaches, learners 

perceived that ESP instruction was one which enabled them to practise and 

understand the richness and complexity of the professional communication in 

their disciplines (Bhatia, 2008). Therefore, learners perceived an obstacle in 

starting a professional experience with such level of preparation. In a statement 

that reflects the impact of hierarchal power structures in determining the needs of 

the various course beneficiaries, Chambers (1980: 27) proclaims, ‘Whoever 

determines needs largely determines which needs are determined’ (Cited in 

Lung, 2014). As a result, learners conveyed a general sense of discontent of the 

courses’ ability to meet their perceptions of professional needs. Belcher and 

Lukkarila (2011) assert the significance of considering the learners’ views in NA, 
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especially learners’ perceptions of their current and envisioned future image in 

aspired professional settings.  

The present study confirms the importance of conducting a scientifically-based 

NA as a source for teachers to gain clear insights into learners’ needs (Belcher, 

2006; Serafini et al., 2015; Taillefer, 2007). Bhatia et al. (2011, p. 144) state that  

ESP methodology is based on the fundamental principle that we 

can identify a set of core language needs of target learners and 

adopt teaching materials and practices that will facilitate learners 

to meet those needs.  

(Bhatia et al., 2011, p. 144) 

The institutional disregard to this integral step in the ESP course design led to a 

cascading series of impacts on the teachers’ and learners’ perceptions, attitudes, 

and practices. As indicated by Brown (2016, p. 12), ideas of ‘the truth about what 

the students need to learn’ that is usually discerned by ESP teachers should be 

questioned for many reasons, amongst which are the conflicts between differing 

realisations of needs of course beneficiaries and the amount of knowledge ESP 

teachers hold of their learners’ target professions (Borg, 2015). By seeking 

‘transformational opportunities for increasing student voice in their own learning’ 

(Helmer, 2013, p. 275), a ‘diagnostic’ and ‘democratic consult[ation]’ environment 

in which teachers’ as well as learners’ perceptions, among many others, should 

be taken into account in ESP course design (Brown, 2016). Consequently, and 

with the versatility of needs’ perceptions in the context of IAB, ‘an interplay 

between needs and rights analysis’ is an encouraged step through which the 

teachers would familiarise learners with their disciplinary genres and the learners 

would have a voice in the course and materials design, and would be 

responsible for making their own decisions ‘to adopt or subvert the dominant 

practices as they wish’ (Dudley-Evans, 2001; Harwood and Hadley, 2004, p. 

357; Helmer, 2013).    

7.3 ESP courses planning and management 

The institutional role in the process of course design was perceived by teachers 

as a key factor influencing IAB’s ESP experiences. Hall (2016, p. 218) states that 

language teaching challenges in some contexts do not simply stem from 

teachers’ inappropriate methodological choices in the classroom, but rather from 
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a marriage between ‘social, political and contextual’ forces influencing the 

courses’ success.     

As illustrated in Figure 7.3,  a recurring cycle was observed from teachers’ data 

in relation to the three identified phases in ESP course design, i.e. NA, 

curriculum, and evaluation (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987; Woodrow, 2017). This 

cycle will be reflected in the discussion of each phase individually.  

 

Figure 7.3 Teachers' reaction to ESP course planning and management 

With respect to NA, teachers theoretically perceived it as the blueprint which 

guides course design towards catering for learners’ needs. In fact, NA was 

perceived by teachers as the most foundational and influential among the three 

identified stages in ESP course design. This affirmed with the abundant 

manifestations of the value of NA in ESP course design (Bacha and Bahous, 

2008; Bosher and Smalkoski, 2002; Flowerdew, 2013; Jasso-Aguilar, 1999; 

Kaewpet, 2009; Kassim and Ali, 2010; Long, 2005; Lung, 2014; Spence and Liu, 

2013). Despite such confirmatory views and evidence, teachers reported a 

complete absence of a scientifically-based NA in the context of IAB. Brown 

(2016, p. 5) affirms that simply ‘if there is no needs analysis, there is no ESP’. As 

succinct as Brown’s statement might be, it provides a comprehensive depiction 

for the serious deficit of IAB’s ESP courses due to institutional disregard for such 

an integral step. This is because the rigor of NA sets the standards for the 

subsequent phases; i.e. for a ‘defensible curriculum’ and sound evaluation 

Teachers recognising the 
theoretical benefits of each 

phase in the ESP course 
design 

Teachers seeing no 
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implementation for 
these phases
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Change is ignored or 
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departmental 
managers
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(Brown, 2016; Macalister and Nation, 2009). With no NA conducted in the 

context of IAB in the first place, the subsequent steps, if existed, would be 

basically unfounded. 

Perceiving the significance of ESP courses, teachers reported practices through 

which their desire for positive change was manifested as shown in Figure 7.3. 

Such practices involved informal consultations of disciplinary teachers regarding 

learners’ professional needs, involving in NA-related activities in PD 

opportunities, and conducting informal NAs in their classrooms. Whether these 

are sound and reflective means of exploring learners’ actual needs is not the key 

issue in this discussion. The key issue (which will be discussed throughout this 

section) is that teachers took the initiative of individually exploring their learners 

needs despite the management’s disregard for this step. According to Stillwell 

(2008), teachers’ desire to improve their experienced academic realities is a 

powerful bottom-up approach towards reform. 

Additionally, an interesting discrepancy can be highlighted here. As 

demonstrated in the previous section, teachers’ initiatives in exploring and 

gaining insights of their learners’ needs are contradictory to their convictions of 

these needs as limited to IAB’s learners. Such discrepancy provides confirmation 

of the impact of teachers’ conflicting beliefs on their practices (Phipps and Borg, 

2009). In light of some arguments confirming the impact of ESP/EAP teachers’ 

mental discernments of their academic contexts on their identities (Alexander, 

2012; Tao and Gao, 2018), a possible explanation for such discrepancy can be 

that teachers’ conceptualisations of their teaching field and their mental 

depictions of their instructional roles and responsibilities overrode their needs-

related perceptions. Therefore, probing into learners’ needs despite their belief of 

them as lacking served to accentuate their position as ESP teachers in this 

context.   

Curriculum design was another step perceived by teachers as influencing ESP 

experiences at IAB. ESP curriculum is viewed by  and Brown (2016); Hyland 

(2009) as a structured framework stemming from NA findings. Like NA, teachers 

identified the curriculum in theory as the backbone which supports the course 

through providing teachers with a systematic familiarisation of the courses’ goals 

and agendas. This corroborates how the curriculum is generally perceived in the 

literature (Brown, 2016; Lockwood, 2012; Macalister and Nation, 2009). 
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However, no signs of a formal document elucidating the curriculum was 

mentioned by the teachers’ in this study. With the absence of NA and a 

structured curriculum to guide ESP course design, teachers had no clear 

descriptors to inform their instruction. This caused a serious deficit in the ESP 

courses because as inferred from Brown (2016), the missing practice of ‘fleshing 

out’ the needs elicited from multiple course beneficiaries into comprehensive 

rubrics which teachers can translate into their instructional agenda is paramount 

in ESP course design.   

Additionally, Brown (2016, p. 171) states that ‘for a variety of reasons some 

teachers simply do not like objectives’.  This was not quite the case for the 

teachers at IAB. In contrast, teachers strongly perceived a demand for needs-

based course objectives to guide the planning and delivery of their ESP 

instructional mission. Research confirming the impact of the ecological 

conditions on teachers’ conceptualisations of their experiences (e.g. Borg (2003; 

2015); and Pajares (1992) provides support for this observation. In the case of 

IAB’s teachers, the strong emphasis on the significance of a structured unified 

curriculum can stem from their acknowledgement of their experienced academic 

circumstances; in other words, their consciousness of what they miss.  

As a consequence to missing these elements, teachers indicated that the 

courses were designed and run through the managers’ and committee members’ 

intuitions of learners’ needs which were shaped by the content of the selected 

commercial textbooks. This approach aligned with Hutchinson and Waters’ 

(1987) ‘post-hoc’ approach, or the ‘reverse cycle’ as pointed out by T3 and T6, in 

which materials selection guided the determination of the course curriculum. 

Teachers acknowledged the need for a guiding framework which familiarised 

them with the courses’ goals and objectives, and gave them the freedom of 

choosing the means which help them address these goals. Brown (2016) 

clarifies that a significant portion of the instruction should be structured through 

the specific ‘student learning outcomes’ to guide teachers’ instructional plans and 

achieve outcome consistency among multi-sectioned courses, with the 

consideration of affording teachers sufficient freedom to implement instructional 

innovations, remedying learners’ perceived deficits, or provoking their interest.     

It can be argued that the instructional freedom demanded by teachers in this 

study and by Brown (2016) entails a level of preparation and knowledge of their 
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language teaching field to ensure its success. However, the context of IAB yields 

evidence of deficiencies in these requirements as discussed in teachers’ ESP 

conceptualisations and TE (Sections 5.1.1 and 6.2.3). Such deficiencies reduce 

the opportunity to provide a successful ESP experience (Basturkmen, 2014; 

Campion, 2016). Hafner and Miller (2018, p. 101) assert that structure is a 

crucial factor in providing teachers with the road map towards the achievement 

of specific goals from the course and allow them subsequently to induce 

instructional innovations as well as providing learners with familiarisation of ‘what 

is expected of them and how they can exercise their independent learning 

capacities working towards these goals’.  

Brown (2016) confirms that ‘when a program has SLOs [student learning 

objectives], it has something to build on. Otherwise, there is no basis for 

organizing or creating anything’. Perceiving the significance of curriculum-based 

instruction, some teachers tried to induce change in their contexts as can be 

seen in Figure 7.3 by convincing the ESP materials committee members of the 

need for formulating the courses’ descriptions and goals prior to materials 

selection, only to be refused by the committee members. Benesch (2001, p. 53) 

states that teachers’ adoption of a critical stance towards ESP/EAP facilitates 

critical 

examine[ation] externally imposed demands and negotiate their 

responses to them, by addressing the following questions: Who 

formulated these requirements and why? Should they be 

fulfilled? Should they be modified? What are the consequences 

of trying to change current conditions? What is gained by 

obeying, and what is lost?  

(Benesch, 2001, p. 53) 

This critical stance can be achieved through teachers’ exposure to the world of 

research for them to asses and question their experienced realities, and critically 

reflect on these realities. 

The situation in the third step, course evaluation, did not experience any 

difference from the previous two. Corroborating with views such as and 

Macalister and Nation (2009); Tsou and Chen (2014), evaluation was also 

recognised by teachers as a multi-beneficial step; to obtain constructive 

feedback on courses’ limitations, an infrastructure for course modification, and to 
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insure the implementation of course goals and effective instructional practices. 

Teachers aspired for a formative qualitative evaluation throughout the course to 

attract their attention to any deficiencies or potential improvement in their 

teaching (Macalister and Nation, 2009). However, no formal evaluative 

procedures were acknowledged by teachers in their contexts. Although the 

benefits of conducting course evaluation to gauge the validity of the course is 

evident (Macalister and Nation, 2009), the process is apparently irrelevant in light 

of the lack of its antecedent phases in the current context. Put differently, and as 

can be inferred from Brown (2016), the significance of conducting the 

foundational phases in the ESP course design, and the fact that these phases 

are either missing or not properly conducted at IAB, makes any discussion about 

the significance of evaluation in such context seem superfluous. However, and 

based on their perception of the necessity for inducing positive change, some 

teachers tried conducting informal discussions with their learners to gain 

feedback about the course. In studies such as and Brisk and Zisselsberger 

(2010); Forey and Cheung (2019), the teachers’ tendencies to apply change in 

their contexts was key to the success of implementing innovative teaching 

approaches. Although some teachers in this study manifested such tendencies 

towards positive change, the management authorities, however, seem to be 

unmindful of these tendencies.    

In the three phases of ESP course design, teachers’ initiatives went 

unacknowledged, unappreciated and ignored by the departmental managers. As 

reported by teachers, this lack of appreciation and deficits in mangemental 

approaches reflected a state of ‘chaos’ and randomness in IAB’s ESP courses. 

Stemming from teachers’ reliance on their own, or their learners’ ‘lay theories’ in 

determining target needs (Hüttner et al., 2013), teachers reported pursuing 

different trajectories in their ESP instruction. Researchers in this realm caution 

against the insufficient and partial conceptualisation of target needs when relying 

on limited sources of knowledge (Brown, 2016; Gollin-Kies et al., 2015). In such 

scenario, practices dispersedly ranged from adopting traditional GE-oriented 

instructional approaches, to a conditioned specificity level based on outcomes of 

these ‘lay theories’. Heavy reliance on textbook content was also reported by 

teachers, leading to ‘plastic lessons’ (Hyland, 2009; Ochieng'Ong'ondo and Borg, 

2011) or a mechanical approach to ESP courses which has drawbacks in the 

implementation of instructional innovations.   
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Several critical aspects can be elicited from the recurring cycle illustrated in 

Figure 7.3 and the above discussion. First, it is worth mentioning here that all 

teachers perceived initiating and supervising all three steps of ESP courses as 

among departmental responsibilities, with them serving as contributing agents in 

the planning, execution, and supervision phases. This supports Gillett’s (2016) 

position that it is the institutional management’s responsibility to establish and 

maintain the ‘pre-, in- or post-study’ stages in the ESP/EAP courses. Confusion, 

however, occurs from the myriad roles depicted for the ESP teachers as 

practitioners, needs analysts, course designers, material developers, 

collaborators, researchers, theory generators and evaluators (Belcher, 2006; 

Chen, 2000; Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998). Bhatia et al. (2011); and Gollin-

Kies et al. (2015) point to the huge burden such roles impose on ESP teachers 

and call for a treatment of the courses as collaborative, rather than individual, 

projects. Collaboration, as indicated by Chen (2000), is a significant practice, 

especially in a discipline-specific field of language teaching such as ESP. Chen 

(2000); and Farrell and Yang (2019), however, maintain that such practice is 

absent in several academic scenarios, leading to individual efforts that usually 

lack satisfactory quality.   

Another key inference was observed from the above discussion as shown in 

Figure 7.3; i.e. teachers’ persistence to create change in their contexts despite 

departmental disregard for such attempts. In this study, teachers demonstrated 

attitudes and actions in which they tried to overcome the perceived challenges. 

This is especially interesting in light of the teachers’ depictions of their learners’ 

ESP needs as minimal (Section 5.2.1). Considering their understanding of ESP 

(Section 5.1.1), it can be contended that teachers’ motivated steps towards 

inducing reform in their courses served as a source of accomplishment of their 

roles as ESP teachers. In other words, it seems that teachers’ perceptions of 

their learners’ minimal ESP needs did not entirely overrule perceptions of their 

roles and identity as ESP teachers. Therefore, teachers’ demonstrated attempts 

were directed towards, as stated by Tao and Gao (2018, p. 6), ‘assert[ing] 

themselves as ESP teachers at the University’.  

Institutional influences have been discussed by some researchers as derailing 

challenges which teachers face in their academic contexts (Blaj-Ward, 2014; 

Hyland, 2006; Tao and Gao, 2018). Gollin-Kies et al. (2015, p. 83) point to the 
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‘dangers of failing to investigate – or of ignoring – the motivations of different 

stakeholders’. Findings in this section confirm the impact of the contextual 

factors, i.e. demonstrated the management’s insufficiency, on teachers’ 

perceptions, and attitudes towards their teaching experiences (Borg, 2015; Hall, 

2016). As similarly demonstrated by researchers, institutional approaches to 

management of academic contexts have an impact on job satisfaction (Gillett, 

2016), teachers’ motivation (Hiver et al., 2018) as well as consequential 

practices (Farrell and Yang, 2019). Gollin-Kies et al. (2015, p. 96) state that 

‘problems of organisational structure, academic respectability, disciplinary 

suspicion and institutional inertia still come to the fore in many places’, and see a 

solution in teachers’ establishment of external connections with other 

professional colleagues, through journals for example, as a form of support 

obtainment and insight provider for new ways in which teachers can overcome 

institutional challenges.   

The institutional responsibility of the initiation and monitoring of the ESP courses 

has been highlighted in the literature (Bhatia et al., 2011; Brown, 2016; Gillett, 

2016; Hyland, 2009; Macalister and Nation, 2009). As a result of the current 

situation, teachers seem to be left in a perplexing scenario in which the courses 

are officially identified as ESP courses; yet, the departmental practices fail to 

reflect such criteria. The situation gets even further perplexing when paired with 

the lack of TE and the lack of understanding of ESP principles. The key to the 

success of the course design process as indicated by and Brown (2016); Hyland 

(2009) is a prudent and rigorous triangulation of the views of different 

beneficiaries and methods, as well as a sensitivity towards the environmental 

conditions in which the course takes place. Additionally, Hyland (2009) 

acknowledges the institutional liability of addressing ESP-related challenges in 

the academy and views that the solution for many ESP courses’ dilemmas lies in 

the serious and critical consideration of the principle of specificity in these 

courses.  

According to Hyland (2009, p. 202), a successful ESP experience mandates an 

institutional mindset which adopts the view that  

difficulties cannot be addressed by some piecemeal remediation 

of individual error or a simple topping up of “deficiencies” in their 

[learners] existing language skills. On the contrary, LSP argues 
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that what is needed is a solution-oriented approach focusing on 

the specific communicative competencies needed by learners. 

(Hyland, 2009, p. 202) 

Therefore, transforming the learning experience from ‘an extension of existing 

skills’ to ‘an induction into a new culture’ (Hyland, 2009, p. 203) is a vision that 

should be acknowledged by the institutional management at IAB in order to 

guide the policy-making processes towards a focused NA, curriculum, and 

material development, consequently leading to the development of  ESP 

knowledge and teaching.  

7.4 Teacher communication and PD  

This section is dedicated to the discussion of the management approaches 

towards enhancing ESP teacher cognitive development and the action taken to 

familiarise teachers with their language teaching field. Discussion in this area 

tackles teachers’ views in two main directions: approaches towards promoting 

teacher communication among staff members and PD-related action.   
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Figure 7.4 Teachers' perceptions and experiences regarding communication and PD 



 246 

As shown in Figure 7.4, data revealed teachers’ acknowledgment of the 

seriously deficient communication among staff members as a significant factor 

impacting their teaching experiences. In theory, teachers emphasised that 

communication facilitates sharing of success, critical stories and gaining effective 

advice and expertise to remedy instructional weaknesses. This in their views is 

especially applicable to ESP where unknown knowledge can always be 

encountered. This corresponds with studies confirming the link between teacher-

teacher communication and instructional enhancement (Basturkmen, 2017; 

Bereczky, 2009; Boswood and Marriott, 1994; Chen, 2000; Tao and Gao, 2018). 

Maintaining communicative channels with colleagues was seen by teachers as a 

form of reciprocal exploitation of each other’s instructional repertoires to improve 

their own. In an ‘intimidating’ field of language teaching such as ESP (Belcher, 

2013), this reciprocation was perceived by some teachers as valuable due 

to anticipations of unexpected generic knowledge (Atai and Nejadghanbar, 2017; 

Wu and Badger, 2009), which can threaten a teacher’s image.    

What teachers reported as the status quo in this respect was a form of 

professional solitude, in which limited, or no communication was established 

between teachers. A notable observation that can be seen in Figure 7.4 was the 

teachers’ unfamiliarity with the practices and approaches employed in 

colleagues’ classrooms. Teachers also explained a lack of opportunities for 

knowledge, material, resource exchange, and a lack of collegial support in their 

teaching and administrative duties. Teachers perceived this communicative gap 

as stemming from the management’s deficiency in promoting and facilitating 

opportunities through which teachers can exchange their knowledge and 

resources. This corroborated with Gillett’s (2016, p. 536) argument that 

‘Meaningful relations with others and supportive communities’ is key to boosting 

and maintaining teacher motivation. Campion (2016) adds that the 

management’s engineering of the teachers’ academic environment through 

which liaisons can be facilitated has a substantial impact on teachers’ 

professional development. In the investigated context, teachers’ views regarding 

the quality of TE and PD opportunities were quite negative. Concerning novice 

TE, teachers reported a total absence of ESP teacher education from the 

management’s agenda which is illustrated in Figure 7.4. Candidacy for ESP 

teaching at IAB relied chiefly on general language Higher Education degrees 

such as TESOL. Such scenario is not uncommon in the ESP/EAP fields due to 
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the constant increase in the numbers of learners joining academic institutions 

annually all over the world (Campion, 2016; Ding and Campion, 2016; Hyland, 

2016). With a lack of preparedness in the area of ESP, novice teachers were 

perceived as poor performers until they gradually gained experience.  

In their early years of experience, teachers discussed reliance on time, 

classroom experimentations, and informal collegial expertise to build their ESP 

teaching repositories. Specifically when paired with observations from Section 

5.1.1 regarding teachers’ ESP conceptualisations, such factors can offer novice 

teachers little insight into critical aspects of ESP such as understanding the 

nature of the genres they teach (Bhatia, 2008), understanding ESP teachers’ 

roles and duties (Belcher, 2006), dynamics of communication of their learners’ 

potential workplaces (Forey, 2004; Tao and Gao, 2018) and the transferability of 

the taught content and skills to learners’ future careers.       

Additionally, the daunting experience of being novice teachers in general (Borg, 

2011b; Burns, 1996; Farrell, 2006; Polat, 2010) and of transitioning from GE to 

ESP (Atai and Nejadghanbar, 2017; Basturkmen, 2017; Campion, 2016; Hüttner 

et al., 2009) has been documented in the literature of teacher cognitions and 

experiences. As pointed by Farrell (2012), novice teachers often find themselves 

in their early teaching years between fulfilling their mission as effective language 

teachers and acquiring pedagogical knowledge on how to achieve this mission, 

i.e. becoming teachers and learners simultaneously. Specifically applicable to 

ESP, the teaching of discipline-specific genres increases the complexity of the 

instructional scene for these new teachers. As such, teachers at IAB reported 

feelings of confusion in their early teaching years regarding the generic 

knowledge and features that are included in ESP courses. Under such 

contextual conditions, teachers’ retirement to their previous GE-oriented 

experiences becomes logical.  

An interesting observation, however, arises when linking this to the discussion in 

Section 7.3 regarding teachers’ reform aspirations. That is to say, while research 

of novice teachers’ education is not conclusive over the nature of their ‘entering 

beliefs’; i.e. whether deep-seated and resistant or dynamic and malleable (Borg, 

2015; Song, 2015), this research finds that in the contextual conditions such as 

the lack of management’s rigor, teachers tended to draw back to their grass root 

instructional and experiential repertoires. However, their attempts towards 
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creating reform in their contexts seem to reflect inner desire to embrace the 

paradigmatic principles of ESP and engage with new teaching experiences that 

have different beliefs and consequential practices. In Campion’s (2016) study for 

example, TE allowed teachers to reflect on, acknowledge and overcome their 

misconceptions of the field experienced in their early transitional period to EAP 

teaching. Bearing in mind the teachers’ positive tendencies towards positive 

change, it can be contended that a proper TE program can yield positive results 

similar those found by Campion (2016).        

As far as in-service PD is concerned, teachers in the current study discussed 

institutional deficiencies in planning, organising, and managing PD opportunities. 

As shown in Figure 7.4, such perceived deficiencies involved management 

practices like reliance on publishing houses to give PD, lack of supervision of the 

dissemination of knowledge after PD participation, and lack of logistic support in 

providing substituting teachers for those who embark on PD opportunities. In 

opposition, teachers valued opportunities which allowed them to network with 

professional colleagues, which educated them on the latest debates and trends 

in the field. Such opportunities, however, were scant as indicated by teachers. 

With a lack of both internal and external communication opportunities, as well as 

a lack of liaisons with the disciplinary staff members, teachers relied on their own 

static pedagogical knowledge to inform their teaching, with occasional PD 

opportunities and collegial conversations.  

I say static because of the fusion of the lack of proper PD, total absence of pre-

service TE, and lack of in-depth conceptualisations of ESP which demonstrate 

little signs of ‘teacher renewal’ (Yates, 2007). This academic isolation reflected in 

teachers’ conceptualisations of ESP (Section 5.1.1) and of their learners’ needs 

(Section 5.2.1). Ding and Campion (2016) caution against limited TE in affording 

teachers to gain insights into their language teaching field and allowing them to 

explore the various means of innovative approaches and how to customise them 

to their own contexts. Campion (2016, p. 67) comments that ‘teachers would 

particularly benefit from a number of measures including; more time for 

development, especially for activities such as peer observations; shared 

workspaces which maximise opportunities for informal discussion and 

interaction; opportunities to liaise with subject tutors; and opportunities to study 
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for TEAP qualifications’. As explained by Campion, these affordances all fall 

under the management’s duties. 

As a result for the deficiencies in pre- and in-service PD, teachers reported 

practices which demonstrated disappointment in ESP teaching. Farrell (2012) 

cautions against ‘teacher attrition’ as a potential consequence for the lack of TE. 

In the current study, teachers either chose to avoid teaching highly specific ESP 

courses despite beliefs that they represented ‘pure ESP’, or jeopardised their 

specificity, turning them into courses with heavy doses of grammatical drills. 

Gollin-Kies et al. (2015) advise that teachers need to be educated to be realistic 

about their contextual settings and their discernments of the current and aspired 

states for their learners to achieve. They need to understand that the essence of 

ESP transcends beyond merely teaching the language to empower their learners 

towards ‘getting the job done’ in their future workplaces (Forey, 2013, p. 505). 

Institutional management has a crucial role in facilitating opportunities for 

teachers to gain such understanding of their language teaching branch.  

Management approaches to academic contexts have been discussed as 

influential on teachers’ conceptions, attitudes and practices. Worldwide ESP 

studies manifest that the management’s support and rigorous TE was among the 

factors contributing to the success of experiences such as the Brazilian 

experiences (Celani, 2008; Holmes and Celani, 2006), and to a reduced efficacy 

in others such as the Tunisian (Labassi, 2010) and Iranian (Tavakoli and 

Tavakol, 2018) experiences. Specifically, the ‘critical mass of ESP professionals’, 

concern of institutional managers, and establishment of ‘an ESP hub’ (Labassi, 

2010) were substantial factors on which the solidity of the ESP enterprise was 

gauged and which reflect the significance of collaborative work in the ESP 

enterprise.  

Alongside the various roles assigned to ESP teachers in the literature 

(Hutchinson and Waters, 1987; Hyland, 2018a; Long, 2005), ESP teachers are 

also seen as researchers (Lehtonen, 2018), ‘theory generators’ (Chen, 2000), 

and emancipators (Benesch, 2001). This entails an institutional environment 

which is sensitive to such concepts in PD programs. ESP teachers need an 

institutional environment which enjoys a mindset of the necessity of a continuous 

or ‘life-long’ education for its staff members (Lehtonen, 2018). Additionally, 

novice teachers’ education is a must for ESP teachers to understand the 
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disciplinary-unique nature of ESP teaching and to explore its epistemologies and 

methodologies to achieve better teaching experiences (Basturkmen, 2014; Wu 

and Badger, 2009). A community spirit through which teachers systematically 

exchange knowledge and expertise is therefore valuable to achieve positive 

teaching experiences. 

The management’s involvement in the actual contexts of teachers is auxiliary in 

the view of Gollin-Kies et al. (2015) to understand the nature of their work and 

the obstacles they encounter. As illustrated by Kerber and Buono (2005), 

rigorous steps towards positive change involve careful plans by the management 

that identify the locus of strengths and weaknesses, organise the plans, engage 

the relevant stakeholders through involvement and transparency, followed by 

implementing, monitoring the course of action. To achieve this, Gollin-Kies et al. 

(2015) suggest striking a balance between the ‘carrot and the stick’ as well as 

through a democratic environment in which teachers contribute in the 

determination of realistic developmental agendas in order to enhance their 

motivation and awaken their sense of commitment towards these goals. Kerber 

and Buono (2005) propose, and I concede, that change can be both bottom-up 

and top-down. In other words, positive change can start with individually 

scattered attempts, as demonstrated in this study, but it might not be enough for 

the pervasiveness of change throughout the institution. Change thus should be 

blessed, guided and monitored by the institutional managers to ensure the 

success of academic experiences.    

7.5 ESP and social categories  

Teachers and learners identified some issues concerning the social categories in 

which learners were involved, considering them as influential to ESP teaching 

and learning experiences at IAB. Although I did not predict such findings from the 

data, these findings become salient in light of arguments that social categories 

are ‘socially and discursively constructed’ (Kubota and Chiang, 2013, p. 666). As 

such, teachers and learners are not neutral actors in their lived reality; in fact, 

they are subjective to these realities and their perceptions are rooted in these 

social constructs (Dressen-Hammouda, 2013; Kubota and Chiang, 2013). Such 

constructs carry in them social meanings which entail consequences and 

expected practices in the academic contexts. As indicated by Block (2012, p. 

189), these categories are ‘identity inscriptions’ which ‘develop understandings of 



 251 

who we are and how we make our way through our lives’. A demonstration of the 

impact of these categories on the current contexts is provided in Figure 7.5:  

In this study, teachers were more explicit than learners in their demonstrations of 

the impact of the ethnic backgrounds from which learners came, i.e. Badu or 

Hadar. From the first glance, this can be simplistically attributed to generational 

factors such as teachers’ and learners’ age or experiences of life. However, such 

demonstrations can also be attributed to other factors which can explain the 

differences in how teachers and learners approached issues of social categories. 

Examples of such factors can be the social positioning of the participants; for 

example, learners being the ‘insiders’ who are immersed in their experienced 

realities and teachers being the ‘outsiders’ to these contexts (Dressen-

Figure 7.6 Impact of social categories on teachers' and learners' ESP experiences 
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Hammouda, 2013), or the academic positioning in which the teacher-learner 

power relations can grant teachers greater voice in expressing ideas of such 

sort. Unfortunately, and due to the lack of scope, these are all considered 

assumptions which the current research does not consolidate.  

The situation is further complicated by the nature of the Kuwaiti social canvas. 

The settlement preferences in geographical localities based on ethnic 

backgrounds is practised in Kuwait; however, there is a current wider tendency 

for mixed ethnic localities due to the changing nature of the Kuwaiti social 

structures (Chay, 2015). Moreover, ethnicity-based differences in outer 

appearances do not help as demonstrative clues; for example, face cover is not 

exclusive to Badu females, although they are usually stereotyped by it. Such 

‘inter-ethnic’ scenario (Longva, 2019) made it difficult for me to link learners’ 

views and ethnicities from the available collected data. There is, however, 

evidence that IAB’s learners mostly come from Badu origins (Abedeen, 2015). 

Due to the complexity of the situation, findings will be discussed as viewed by 

the participants; i.e. acknowledging the explicitness of the teachers and the 

elusiveness of the learners.   

7.5.1 Highlights of teachers’ conceptions of social categories 

With respect to teachers, a key distinction on which they relied to build their 

conceptualisations of their learners’ backgrounds was the ethnic Badu/Hadar 

categorisation (Section 6.1). This engendered further discussion of how they 

perceived some key perspectives such as SES, gender roles and power 

distribution in each social category. Corroborated by suppositions in the literature 

(Borg, 2015; Pajares, 1992), how teachers perceived these issues had a 

considerable impact on how they viewed and reacted in their ESP courses.  

Generally, and as inferred from Figure 7.5, teachers depicted most learners at 

IAB to descend from Badu backgrounds. Although this was not a straightforward 

statement, the overall impression of most teachers towards the Badu community 

and learners was one of substandard English language proficiency and 

acknowledgment of its value. In the context of IAB, Badu learners were broadly 

categorised by teachers, mostly, and not exclusively, as demotivated low-

achievers. This was part of a wider depiction of the Badu social context as 

having limited and deficient upbringing practices which lacked encouragement 

for genuine learning, prestige, proper education, modernisation, and openness to 
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cultural exposure. Teachers additionally perceived other characteristics as 

pertinent to this community such as lacking familial recognition of the value of 

language learning, poor quality of language education in some suburban schools 

(mostly Badu populated), as well as limited opportunities for language exposure 

and practice outside academic contexts such as school and university. The 

Hadar, as perceived by teachers, mostly demonstrated the opposite of these 

characteristics; i.e. linguistically more capable, motivated and high achieving. 

Overall, teachers perceived their Badu learners as ones who lacked ‘educational 

capital’ (Block, 2012) upon embarking on their new tertiary-level ESP experience 

due to familial forces and inadequate previous learning experiences. Worrell 

(2015) states that the differing levels of academic achievement between 

‘dominant’ and ‘subordinate’ ethnic groups (the former representing Hadar and 

latter representing Badu in this research) has a considerable connection with 

how these groups are identified in their wider social contexts.  

In terms of gender-related aspects, teachers depicted their Badu learners as 

coming from highly patriarchal communities, in which the upper hand in decision-

making in critical aspects of females’ lives belonged to male family members. 

This can be seen in Figure 7.5. ‘Ultra-conservatism’ was highlighted by teachers 

as a major characteristic governing Bedouin beliefs and norms (Ghabra, 1997). 

This in turn suggested imbalances in gender-based power distribution in such 

community.  

Teachers also reported dominating masculine beliefs which minimized the value 

of education for their female family members. This was due to stereotypical 

imaging that a female’s main mission is serving in domestic roles: childbearing 

and caretaking. Joining a professional community after graduation was not 

always an expected scenario for these females. Even if they work after 

graduation, career choices were confined to limited workplaces in which dealing 

with individuals of other genders or other linguistic and cultural backgrounds was 

perceived as limited. All these depictions were similarly illustrated in the literature 

as pertinent to Bedouin communities (Ghabra, 1997; Longva, 1993; 2006; 

Tetreault, 1999; Zuhur, 2003). Due to the aforementioned reasons, language 

was not considered an asset for learners at IAB.  

Implicated from the abovementioned scenario, teachers pointed to the 

prevalence of Wasta, or nepotism, as a social practice that was widely, and not 
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exclusively, adopted by Badu. Wasta, as teachers perceived, was a highly 

influential practice stemming from acknowledgements of the value of education 

and surrounding cultural beliefs and norms, and nurtured by social capital and 

networking (Michailova and Worm, 2003). Specifically, teachers observed that 

Wasta was practiced by Badu because of their stance towards educational value 

in general and towards female education in particular. Teachers’ views can be 

better understood in light of the general perception of the Badu communities as 

highly collectivists (Al-Nakib, 2016; Holliday et al., 2017; Tetreault, 1999). These 

researchers suggest that based on beliefs of the joint brotherhood and 

solidarity among tribe members, the general concept of offering aid is positively 

acknowledged regardless of whether it is right. Such view was paired with the 

prevalence of the ‘social illness’ (i.e. Wasta) in the wider context of Kuwait in 

general (Salih, 2010) which facilitated an easier access to such practice.  

Interesting issues arise from the teachers’ views regarding their learners’ 

ethnicities and the link between Wasta and the Badu learners. Specifically, 

teachers in the above-explained views demonstrate a ‘culture-as-given’ 

treatment of this complex concept, in which cultural entities are seen to be 

universally applicable to individuals from a specific category (Handford et al., 

2019). As Handford et al. (2019, p. 163) confirm 

It simply cannot be posited a priori that a person will possess 

certain beliefs, uphold certain values, or act in certain ways 

because of the group they are assumed to represent.  

(Handford et al., 2019, p. 163) 

In this sense, teachers’ considerable emphasis on their learners’ backgrounds in 

derailing their ESP instructional plans perhaps reflects a lack of intercultural 

awareness, i.e. how culture can be understood as ‘amorphous, slippery, and 

dynamic’ (Handford et al., 2019, p. 172) instead of static, prefixed and universal. 

This is of course not an argument for the inattentiveness of the influence of the 

wider social contexts on the educational experience, neither it is an argument 

demonstrated by Handford et al. (2019). Instead, these wider social contexts and 

the backgrounds of learners need to be understood in a sense that enables 

teachers, management personnel and course designers to conceptualise and 

problematise the nature of the challenges their learners might face rather than 

building and reinforcing stereotypical images.        
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Since beliefs are situated in the contexts of their occurrence (Barcelos and 

Kalaja, 2011), teachers perceived their learners from Bedouin origins as mostly 

passive and indifferent towards language learning. They reported basic language 

learning difficulties experienced mostly by Badu learners such as producing 

simple sentences with well-formed structures or achieving subject-verb 

agreement, as shown in Figure 7.5. Therefore, most teachers reiterated the 

same question: how can we teach ESP to learners of such a level and in such 

conditions?  

According to teachers, learners’ current proficiency level and disturbing forces 

from their social lives hindered the possibility of implementing informed ESP 

instruction at IAB. Kubota (2003, p. 43) cautions that  

cultural explanations of achievement differences may reflect 

‘‘cultural racism’’ —a contemporary form of racism that usually 

negates overt forms of racism and instead disguises itself by 

describing group differences in cultural terms.  

(Kubota, 2003, p. 43) 

As such, we are confronted at IAB with a case of perhaps an unintentional, 

ethnic-based, essentialist prejudice against some learners which has led to a 

deprivation of affordances that provide effective language tools that can be 

utilised and function successfully in professional settings. This was also 

corroborated by learners’ discussions. 

Resulting from such understanding of cultural categories, and as shown in Figure 

7.5, teachers provided realisations of how their attitudes, reactions and course 

decisions were influenced by their learners’ lived conditions. Specifically, 

teachers’ observations of their learners’ conditions led them to deem language 

learning peripheral and unnecessary. This was even more applicable to ESP in 

the teachers’ eyes, based on the nature of professional destinations awaiting 

their learners at the end of their academic journeys, if any. It can be argued that 

such convictions could have been generated either from teachers’ personal 

observations of their wider social contexts or as influenced perceptions from their 

learners’ own interpretations of their contextual conditions (Pajares, 1992; Song, 

2015). According to Worrell (2015), ethnic-based stereotyping such as that 

demonstrated by teachers can lead to hazardous generalisations which can 

exert a counteractive effect on learners’ course outcomes. Caro (2009) maintains 
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that generalised stereotyping leads to a disguised unequal opportunity 

distribution among learners depending on how their social categories are 

identified. Hafner and Miller (2018) additionally emphasise the need for teachers 

to acknowledge the learners’ ‘multi-layered’ social identities which they bring to 

the classroom; however, this acknowledgement was significantly missing among 

IAB’s teachers. In this study for example, teachers’ perceptions of their Badu 

learners’ humble ESP needs due to their experienced social realities and the 

subsequently reduced opportunity of obtaining prestigious careers had a 

significant impact on how they approached these learners in their classrooms 

and how they planned the content and pedagogy in their courses.   

Implicated by their perceptions of learners’ social contexts, teachers felt 

disheartened towards ESP and perceived a general uselessness of investing 

time and effort in their contexts as illustrated in Figure 7.5. Many teachers were 

sceptical of their ability to teach ESP under such circumstances. Specifically, 

teachers perceived the challenge of teaching learners disciplinary vocabulary or 

writing simple professional texts when they lacked the knowledge of basic 

structural language components. In this respect, Borg (2011a) observes that 

teachers’ conceptions of learners’ proficiency development can hinder their 

instructional missions, especially ones in which  the conceptions are fundamental 

to high standards and improvements. Also, as indicated by Hyland (2006; 2016), 

such concepts can be detrimental to the courses’ specificity because a central 

principle in ESP is that learners learn linguistic items because they need them 

and not because they come in a predetermined sequence. Such detrimental 

influences were observed in the context of IAB. As implicated by the perceptions 

of their learners’ backgrounds, teachers demonstrated practices in which the 

element of specificity was either mitigated or completely ignored. Teachers 

showed signs of restructuring their roles in their ESP courses (Basturkmen, 

2017; Hyland, 2006; 2016), in which they preferred to revert to GE instruction to 

improve their learners’ weaknesses and achieve peaceful teaching experiences. 

The above discussion does not aim to underestimate the impact of contextual 

conditions on academic experiences. As shown in Figure 7.5, data demonstrated 

the struggles teachers encountered due to these contextual conditions. Learners 

were depicted as deprived of the means, resources, and encouragement to 

attain ESP knowledge due to the views regarding the value of learning 
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disciplinary genres and the predetermined professional trajectories awaiting most 

IAB’s learners. Teachers were similarly challenged by their demotivated learners 

and their lack of ‘vocational hope’ in which they established connections with 

their future aspired careers (Diemer and Blustein, 2007). Teachers experienced 

pressure from the learners and their surroundings to demonstrate lenience in 

their teaching and assessment practices due to views that perceived the lack of 

value in ESP courses. As pointed by Hiver et al. (2018), familial support and 

recognition of the value of L2 is key to teachers’ motivation and approach to their 

teaching experiences. Contextual circumstances as stated by Hiver et al. (2018, 

p. 21) ‘play a significant role in shaping individuals’ initial teaching motivations, 

and these teaching motivations impact teachers’ performance, effort and 

persistence’. Teachers in the context of IAB perceived their inability to improve 

their instructional approaches and to embrace the paradigmatic principles of ESP 

in light of such circumstances. However, two main critical questions arise here: 

How healthy were teachers’ perceptions of their learners? And what role can 

teachers’ PD play in this context?  

In attempting to address the above questions, an interesting observation was 

that most teachers’ discussions were directed at pointing deficiencies of their 

Badu learners, with minimal discussion of the other category: the Hadar. Extracts 

in teachers’ data such as ‘from the other side’ and ‘not like you and me’ 

demonstrated this ‘us-versus-them’ social division (Sandhu and Higgins, 2016). 

Despite their urbanisation and integration in modern Kuwaiti society, how 

teachers positioned themselves and their ethnicity as the Self and their Badu 

learners as the Other comes as part of an ongoing wider historically-ingrained 

social dichotomisation (Al-Nakib, 2016; Longva, 2006). In this realm, Block 

(2012, p. 195) reminds us of the benefits of teachers’ knowledge of the social 

categories of their learners for them to ‘understand how and why learners orient 

to and engage with second language learning processes in the ways that they 

do’. Gay (2002) maintains that a language teaching experience is static and 

unsuccessful if teachers do not hold sufficient knowledge of their learners. 

Kubota (2003, pp. 31-32) states that ‘Every language learner has certain 

attributes of gender, class, and race’ which they, consciously or unconsciously, 

exert during learning. These attributes as claimed by Kubota (2003) have direct 

influence on teachers’ instructional decisions, selections, and management of 

academic experiences.  
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Another point worthy of discussion is that teachers, who held the power of 

decision making in the course, were oblivious to the impact of their perceptions 

on such critical issues on the teaching and learning scenarios. As such, teachers 

need an ‘awareness of, respect for, and general recognition of’ the social groups 

targeted in their classrooms (Gay, 2002, p. 107). They need to understand that 

learners do not come to the classrooms with blank slates; they come with 

identities that are ‘situated within specific social contexts and conditioned by 

them’ (Jensen, 2011, p. 63). Therefore, teachers need to be educated in PD 

programs on how to critically evaluate these fundamental issues, how to 

challenge the current national rhetoric in order for them to better serve their 

missions as successful teachers. Kubota (2003, p. 37) states that teachers need 

to develop an ‘exploratory’ and ‘transformative’ rather than ‘assimilationist’ 

confirmatory mindset about their learners; in other words, to explore how their 

learners ‘get positioned or position themselves in learning and using a language’ 

rather than conceding to universal and pre-determined positions. However, and 

as acknowledged by teachers and the literature, although Badu learners 

constitute a significant portion of IAB’s learners, no attention was reported 

towards educating teachers about the nature of their learning strategies, styles 

and preferences, the reasons for their demotivation and whether they 

demonstrate significant proficiency differences from their Hadar peers.  

According to Darling-Hammond et al. (2009, p. 10), TE should be  

concrete, [addresses] everyday challenges involved in teaching 

and learning specific academic subject matter, rather than 

focusing on abstract educational principles or teaching methods 

taken out of context.  

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009, p. 10) 

Therefore, ESP teachers should be educated to look beyond the social 

categories of their learners to ‘engage in reflection which allows them to re-

examine their practice in light of their decisions, concerns, experiences, and 

knowledge’ (Jourdenais, 2009, p. 649). Helping teachers to be aware of their 

perceptions, as an individual or collective practice, can help them to better deal 

with them by questioning their sources and feasibility in their contexts. 
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7.5.2 Highlights of learners’ conceptions of social categories      

A broad look at the learners’ data in Figure 7.5 indicates a general agreement 

with their teachers, as learners also recognise that social stratifications have an 

impact on their ESP experience. A simplistic snapshot of the learners’ surnames 

could lead me to a conclusion that most learners who reported language-related 

difficulties were of Badu backgrounds, while Hadar learners demonstrated signs 

of better familial support and recognition of the role of language in their future 

professional endeavours. However, and as indicated in this section’s prelude, 

learners did not draw concrete links between their ethnic backgrounds and 

learning experiences; learners discussed these external environmental issues in 

a general sense. Thus, and instead of imposing unintended interpretations on 

the data, I chose to maintain honesty and credibility through discussing learners’ 

findings in the same elusive manner discussed by the learners.  

In their discussion of the social scenes in which they were involved, learners 

identified some conditions of socioeconomic nature which they perceived as 

influential on their ESP experiences. These conditions involved lacking access to 

adequate schooling experiences, e.g. night schools, a humble familial 

educational standard, familial lack of recognition of the value of language 

learning, monolingual daily lived experiences, and the prohibition of English 

practice outside institutional boundaries as a means of national identity 

preservation. Thus, these learners perceived a serious lack of the support and 

resources needed to upgrade to an ESP experience. Links between SES and 

learners’ academic achievement is confirmed by previous research (Berger and 

Archer, 2015; Pace et al., 2017; Worrell, 2015). Berger and Archer (2015) claim 

that individuals’ mental, behavioural, and emotional states are all impacted by 

their experienced SES. This is because goals are the conceptualised instigators 

of learning which are usually shaped by how learners perceive their surrounding 

experienced realities and whether it matters to them or their surrounding others 

(Berger and Archer, 2015). Accordingly, the pursuit of achieving these goals is 

what provides an individual with the drive to invest in their learning experiences 

(Norton and Gao, 2008). Failure to formulate these goals, or perceive obstacles 

posed in the way of the achievement of these goals can jeopardise the learning 

experiences. 
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As shown in Figure 7.5, another type of social stratifications which learners 

identified as a contributing agent in shaping their ESP experiences was gender. 

Gender-related influences, in the learners’ eyes, were generally embedded in the 

social and cultural beliefs and norms adopted and practised in their surrounding 

contexts. Respectively, learners depicted their contexts to demonstrate high 

levels of gender-oriented imbalances in power distribution. Generally, both 

teachers’ and learners’ data illustrated stereotypical gender-based images in 

which females relied on males for economic support and males represented the 

family’s main breadwinners. Such depictions seem to naturally lead to a logical 

patriarchal superiority, which gave males leverage in these familial social 

structures. Learners also showed signs of male domination over the decision-

making processes in aspects of their lives such as marriages and educational 

choices and discussed some acts of discrimination between them and their male 

siblings.  

Generally, the gender situation as conveyed by learners and corroborated by 

teachers was highly conservative and culturally-governed. Females’ economic 

independence is an integral component determining the empowerment or 

disempowerment of some Arab females (Zuhur, 2003). Therefore, the attainment 

of the knowledge, skills, and competencies (ESP as this research emphasises), 

which can allow learners in this context to achieve, or at least aspire for, 

empowerment should be an integral value for teachers to consider in their 

instruction. As in Norton Peirce (1995, p. 12),  

many have assumed that learners can be defined 

unproblematically as motivated or unmotivated, introverted or 

extroverted, inhibited or uninhibited, without considering that 

such affective factors are frequently socially constructed in 

inequitable relations of power, changing over time and space, 

and possibly coexisting in contradictory ways in a single 

individual.  

(Norton Peirce, 1995, p. 12) 

It can be argued then that such simplistic view of learners was applicable to the 

context of IAB in which learners and their backgrounds were viewed as 

everlastingly static natures with universal defining characteristics. Unfortunately, 

ESP teachers’ othered stance obstructed their abilities to recognise how these 
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social aspects pose serious challenges on their learners’ attempts to gain benefit 

from these courses.  

Interestingly, it can be noticed that learners’ agreement with their surrounding 

others over the value of language, i.e. that language is not a valuable asset, was 

quite limited. Some learners showed signs of realisation of the value of language 

attainment for professional attributes despite these conditions being in contrast 

to their surrounding others. Similar to Kocatepe (2017), learners were intrinsically 

motivated to learn English because they liked it, or they realised its prevalence in 

today’s modern world. Some learners theoretically conceded the value of 

language in professional settings and held some future professional aspirations. 

Attitudinal discrepancies between learners’ views and those of their surrounding 

others can possibly be attributed to a) the generational factor, b) ‘how learners 

see themselves and who they want to become’ (Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011, p. 

73), and c) the learners’ involvement in their academic contexts as ‘insiders’, 

which can possibly offer them opportunities to understand their professional 

requirements (Dressen-Hammouda, 2013). However, some learners indicated 

that their socioeconomic and cultural conditions obstructed the achievement of 

their professional aspirations and this in turn engendered reactions and practices 

that reflected this stance.  

As such, many learners reported attempts in which they exhibited signs of 

challenging their contextual conditions through independent attempts to improve 

their language abilities. As illustrated in Figure 7.5, many of these challenging 

ventures, however, served learners’ self-fulfilment of learning English and not for 

radical acts of defying their cultural boundaries, e.g. learning English to join an 

aspired career against cultural norms. Learners’ choice for self-fulfilment rather 

than ‘transformative’ change can be ascribed to anticipations of how accepted 

they will be in their social groups upon such challenging ventures (Boykin et al., 

2015; Kubota, 2003).  

Additionally, Forey (2013) underlines the economic independence in light of 

prevailing poverty in India as a significant instigator of females’ emancipation 

from cultural norms to conquest the ‘frowned upon’ field of call centres. Such 

issue does not pose a challenge in an affluent context such as Kuwait, and 

therefore learners here might not see a need to cause any ‘social stigmatism’. 

This observation provides support for Gao’s (2007) arguments that language 
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learning experiences are not exclusively bound to the cognitive and 

metacognitive activities, but also to the learners’ social identity which exerts a 

considerable impact on their learning.    

Another issue noticed in this area was related to the nature of learners’ 

scepticism of the quality of the courses and their self-driven language improving 

ventures. Some learners’ course-related complaints were derived from desires 

for the fulfilment of their wants, i.e. their current proficiencies versus aspirations, 

rather than the need to be successful professional language users. This can 

perhaps justify why most of their language learning calls and ventures were GE-

oriented. In light of their socioeconomic and gender-related conditions which did 

not provide them with sufficient support for learning ESP, some learners aspired 

for GE as a helpful tool for casual daily interactions or to teach their children. In 

other words, ‘learners’ current and wished-for’ language-related conceptions 

were significantly impacted by their surrounding conditions (Belcher and 

Lukkarila, 2011, p. 73).  This was despite the acknowledgement of the value of 

ESP demonstrated in Section 5.2.2 in which learners identified the value of ESP 

in their potential workplaces. 

Consequently, the what and how of their language learning ventures and 

aspirations were impacted by their above stated conditions. Accordingly, Belcher 

and Lukkarila (2011, p. 75) argue that  

a cultural (contextualized) view of students, of where they are 

from and are headed, may help us better understand their own 

emerging conceptualizations of purposeful language learning.  

(Belcher and Lukkarila, 2011, p. 75) 

Reflecting on such statement, it can be contended that the need for management 

personnel in charge of facilitating ESP programs as well as ESP course 

designers and teachers to understand how learners view a successful language 

learning experience with respect to their surrounding conditions is essential in 

ESP course design.  

Implicated from the above explained scenario, and as demonstrated in Figure 

7.5, a considerable lack of self-efficacy to learn and use English successfully can 

be observed from the learners’ reactions towards their learning experiences. The 

learners’ SES and perceptions of gender imbalanced hierarchy had a role in 
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shaping and reinforcing the lack of sense of self-efficacy. The above illustrated 

conservatism and male monopoly in decision-making imposed restrictions on the 

learners’ future professional choices. These potential workplaces do not 

necessarily meet learners’ professional aspirations, neither are they perceived to 

entail frequent English language use and exposure. Most of these workplaces 

were perceived to be highly segregated, involving basic clerical work, with limited 

interactive instances with other individuals. In this realm, Norton Peirce (1995, p. 

13) comments  

I argue that SLA theory needs to develop a conception of the 

language learner as having a complex social identity that must 

be understood with reference to larger, and frequently inequitable 

social structures which are reproduced in day-to-day social 

interaction.  

(Norton Peirce, 1995, p. 13) 

These inequitable social structures, at least in the views of some participants in 

this study, are represented in learners’ deprivation of the sources and support for 

language learning and create a devalued conceptualisation of language in the 

eyes of these learners.  

As confirmed by Badura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory, the nature of feedback or 

verbalised conceptions surrounding the learners impact on their perceptions of 

their abilities to achieve the intended goals. Bandura (1997) adds that the higher 

the level of complexity of the learned content is perceived, the lower sense of 

self-efficacy learners usually experience. Therefore, considering the inherent 

complex nature of ESP, and the nature of the ESP experience at IAB being 

abrupt and unprecedented by a proper transitional phase, the low levels of self-

efficacy and subsequent practices in which learners exerted unfruitful efforts 

become more evident. Such conditions as confirmed by Ali et al. (2005); Diemer 

and Blustein (2007); and Zhang and Ardasheva (2019) hinder the learners’ 

obtainment of current academic, as well as future vocational sense of self-

efficacy. Implicated from such perceptions, some learners discussed lowering 

the standards of their future professional aspirations, hoping for what some 

described as ‘a simple job’ like secretarial or administrative professions, in which 

they perceived the use and exposure to language as limited. This was also due 

to perceptions of the lack of value for engaging in an ESP experience in light of 
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the professional trajectories that are already sketched for them by their 

surrounding others.   

Additionally as shown in Figure 7.5, learners showed signs of apprehension to 

potentially use language in a professional experience even before embarking on 

one and this was a serious influencer on their motivation and willingness to 

invest time and effort learning ESP (Malcolm, 2013). The learners’ lack of 

confidence in their language abilities stemmed from their personal appraisals of 

their current language level against how they envisioned a successful language 

user would be like, a level which their lived conditions did not qualify them to 

achieve. Additionally, they had little space to negotiate and reconstruct their roles 

to gain more power over decisions concerning their life plans such as 

determining their own careers paths.  

In this respect, Norton and Gao (2008, p. 110) state that ‘an investment in the 

target language is in fact an investment in the learner’s own identity’. Due to their 

demonstrated lacking self-efficacy, learners’ establishment of a successful 

language user identity is hindered. Consequently, their investment in learning the 

language is similarly inadequate because the drive that motivates them towards 

nurturing this identity is missing.     

The key issue arising from the above discussion is the need for a critical scrutiny 

of the learners and their lived conditions outside the institutional boundaries in 

order to gain insights into the challenges they encounter in their language 

learning and how to help them overcome such challenges (Belcher and 

Lukkarila, 2011; Kubota, 2003; Norton and Gao, 2008). Although some teachers 

exhibited individual attempts to explore their learners through informal classroom 

discussions, teachers’ discussions did not yield such understanding of their 

learners as evident in their othered stance in Section 7.5.1. Two main factors 

come to fore here: teachers’ ESP conceptualisations and their awareness of their 

perceptions towards their learners. Hyland (2006) postulates that modern 

ESP/EAP classrooms are richly multiple in terms of the social categories from 

which learners come, therefore, teachers cannot realistically hope to receive 

learners with a robust level of preparation or supportive environments to enable 

them to meet the courses’ requirements.  

In short, it can be argued that learners’ sense of self-efficacy, their investment in 

learning, and the actions implicated from their desire to challenge their current 
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linguistic situations were all influenced by how they perceived their surrounding 

conditions and accordingly situated themselves and their abilities in their 

language learning experiences. Implicated by influences of social categories, 

learners’ discerned conditions suggest that they have limited means to limited 

ends. The impact of these categories was bidirectional as inferred from the 

above discussion. As evidenced from the data, teachers seem to be contributors 

to the current situation by sometimes depriving some learners from opportunities 

of attaining a proper ESP experience. Teachers in turn demonstrated evidence 

which is indeed challenging to successfully achieve the mission of proper ESP 

instruction. Coupled with findings of the management’s lack of support for IAB’s 

ESP teachers (See Section 7.3), the limited TE opportunities which can help 

teachers to better understand their learners’ backgrounds and how they can 

enhance their instructional agendas become another contributor to the current 

unsatisfactory scenario.  

7.6 Concluding remarks       

Dwelling on the teachers’ and learners’ views of the latter’s socioeconomic and 

gender-related scenes yielded interesting insights about how they viewed their 

teaching and learning experience in light of current contextual conditions. In 

essence, these conditions do not seem to be encouraging for learners to 

successfully embark on their learning experiences. Data showed no signs of 

neither teachers nor institutional management exerting any effort to scrutinise 

and critically assess the current situation to find remedies. According to Benesch 

(2001), learners need to be educated and equipped with the means of 

empowerment to be resilient in the face of inequality. This statement, however, 

bears some hazardous implications which are linked to the impact of applying 

Eurocentric understanding on indigenous cultures to explore means of reform. In 

particular, some questions appear lucidly relevant to this discussion: how ethical 

is this empowerment of IAB’s learners in light of their current situations? How 

would their surrounding others react to such change? What implications would 

such change have on the wider social context at the national level? Given the 

complexity of these questions, and the current controversies around globalised 

and indigenous cultures (Kumaravadivelu, 2012), these questions are left 

unanswered in this study and will hopefully be the focus of subsequent 

interesting research. 
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The next chapter concludes the thesis by providing a general evaluation and 

reflections on the study, alongside the contribution, implications and 

recommended avenues for further research. 
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8 Conclusion 

This study is motivated by a personal belief that aspirations of reform are 

inherent in the deep knowledge of the context from which all experiences are 

formulated, nurtured and consolidated. Through the implemented interpretivist 

approach, this thesis has probed into the interviews and focus groups of 

teachers and learners respectively to gain insights into how they conceptualised 

their teaching and learning experiences and how these conceptions shaped their 

attitudes and practices. A thematic analysis helped to elicit key factors which 

influenced the success of ESP experiences for these stakeholders.  

In this chapter, I provide a general evaluation of the study in addressing the 

research questions, and a reflection of the research process. I also explain the 

contribution of this study, as well as the implications and recommendations for 

future research before concluding with some final comments.   

8.1 Evaluation of the study  

The general aim of this study was to build a depiction of the context of ESP 

courses at IAB in order to locate the main factors contributing to the prevailing 

perceptions that these courses were often seen as inadequate. I believe that the 

generated data and the analysis have been successful in providing this intended 

depiction and pinpoint the main factors contributing to the ESP courses’ lack of 

success. While the broad scope resulted in some limitations, the study helped to 

amplify the voices of the teachers and learners regarding several aspects of their 

academic contexts.      

8.2 Limitations  

The limitations in this study were acknowledged in two main areas: the approach 

and methods. The first limitation is related to the research design and 

implemented tools. As explained in the Methodology Chapter, this study adopts 

an inductive qualitative approach to facilitate a data-driven exploration of the 

context of IAB’s ESP courses through the lenses of its teachers and learners. 

Supported by findings in this study, data-driven studies have a potential to yield 

findings in unexpected domains. At the same time, and due to the richness and 

versatility of the generated data, such approaches can be limited in allowing the 

researcher to probe in more depth into the different aspects of the generated 

findings. Therefore, I can argue that each section in the findings chapters 

deserves to be a rich independent study on its own.  
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Furthermore, the difficulty of determining the main factors involved in studies of 

an exploratory inductive nature seems to be inherent in such kind of research 

and my study was not an exception from this argument (Braun and Clarke, 

2013). The process of framing my findings in the way in which they are 

presented in Chapters 5 and 6 was quite laborious. As shown in the analysis 

Section 4.5, constant discussions with my supervisors and critical friends, as well 

as continuous macro and micro mind mapping alongside an extensive literature 

reading helped me reach these final findings.      

Additionally, the study bears a limitation related to the methods used to elicit 

teachers’ and learners' views of their contexts and experiences. In this study, I 

relied on the semi-uninterrupted flow of individual interviews with the teachers 

and the dynamic nature of focus groups with the learners to gain insights into 

their views. Although the data generated from these methods was rich and 

insightful, other methods such as observations or teachers’ logs could have been 

used for the second research question. Practical considerations like persuading 

the participants to partake in such methods hindered their implementation in this 

study.   

8.3 Contribution to knowledge  

This study contributes to the field of ESP research by filling some gaps identified 

by researchers in previous studies. In general, research that is dedicated to 

exploring what Tavakoli and Tavakol (2018) describe as ‘the roots of the 

problem’ is scant. Teaching is ‘a social activity’ that entails complex experiential 

systems and networks (Farrell, 2013). Interactions and encounters within these 

contexts are situated in complex political, social and cultural elements, internal 

and external to the institutional premises. Power dynamics and hierarchies 

among course beneficiaries do exert influence on the course of the educational 

ventures. Additionally, how ESP is understood and conceptualised in the 

literature is not always how it is understood and therefore enacted by teachers in 

their instructional agendas. Therefore, research which sheds light on these 

conceptualisations and stakeholders’ understanding contributes to gaining 

knowledge into how actors of a given context construe their surrounding 

experiences and how they act upon these interpretations. The beliefs of these 

stakeholders regarding their academic experienced realities have ‘power’ on how 

these realities are shaped (Hüttner et al., 2013). All these aspects make an 
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educational enterprise a phenomenon which transcends in its meaning-making 

way beyond classrooms, textbooks, and institutional boundaries. This in turn 

makes these educational contexts phenomena that deserve to be scrutinised 

from the eyes of their involved actors.  

By implementing interpretive protocols, this study makes a hopeful contribution 

of highlighting the strength of interpretivist inductive approaches in building an 

understanding of the investigated context by delving into the teachers’ and 

learners’ views and experiences. It responds to researchers’ calls, such as Flick 

(2014b) and Seale et al. (2004, p. 11), who advocate the view of research as 

‘placed in a position of dialogue with methodological rules’ to ultimately gain 

richer and unexpected insights into research contexts. Also, the struggle that I 

have experienced to delineate elements of social categories during data analysis 

generated an interesting inference; concepts and theories in the existing 

literature do not always fit into the delineation of different contexts in a tailored 

manner. For example, the less structured approach to conducting this research 

has offered me the opportunitiy to understand the dimensions of the SES-related 

influences as contextually situated in the views of the teachers and the learners, 

especially when keeping in mind that SES literature is mostly directed towards 

the exploration of socially-disadvantaged contexts, as discussed in Section 3.4.1.  

Thus, using an inductive approach in this research enabled me to amplify the 

voices of the teachers and learners in this context in a way that made it directly 

relevant to their contexts. Underpinning my research with pre-existing theories 

may not generate the same inferences. As Mercer (2011) clarifies, studies that 

are situated on contextual underpinnings yield rich data that reveal the 

complexity of human phenomena and this current study contributes to the body 

of language teaching and learning research in this area.  

This study also contributes to filling a gap in the area of teacher and learner 

cognition research, especially in research targeting the tertiary-level educational 

context. Specifically, the integration of both teachers’ and learners’ views 

regarding aspects of their educational experiences is something that has been 

rarely implemented in the area of teacher and learner congnition in general, as 

discussed in Sections 3.6 and 3.7. Additionally, as explained in Section 1.2, such 

integration has not been applied in previous studies performed in the tertiary-

level educational experiences of Kuwait, and those studies which provided 
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holistic explorations were short on discussing the social and cultural elements 

surrounding the teachers and learners’ experiences. Through triangulation of the 

teachers’ and learners’ views in this study, the rigor and credibility of the study 

was increased, and a comprehensive picture was depicted by providing a multi-

perspective exploration of the ESP courses in an attempt to illustrate the 

complexity that occurs within this social activity.      

Additionally, this study hopes to address an under-researched area in ESP - 

teacher and learner cognition (Alexander, 2012; Trinder, 2013). Teacher and 

learner cognition are gaining wider interest in the world of research based on the 

conception that to understand how individuals act and react in the way they do, 

their cognitive conceptualisations of their academic contexts should be 

scrutinised. Such issues are further complicated in specific language domains 

such as ESP, in which stakeholders are multiple and versatile, consequently and 

expectedly generating conflicting views of their needs, wants and expectations. 

For example, as illustrated in Section 3.6 which emphasises the differing nature 

of ESP instruction in terms of both context and content, teachers and learners 

usually have to deal with unanticipated and unplanned situations in ESP 

classrooms. On such basis, this research suggests that the nature of cognitions 

formed and nurtured in a particular context has a significant impact on the course 

of actions and generated attitudes in this context. This research also confirms 

the need for teachers’ and learners’ views to be considered primary assests from 

which to understand the nature of their actions and reactions in their educational 

experiences. 

The study also demonstrates evidence of the need for the pragmatic and 

accommodationist views of ESP to be critically problematised (Benesch, 2001; 

Harwood and Hadley, 2004). This is because gaining insights into the lived and 

experienced realities of the teachers and learners involved in a particular context 

is as important as researching the professional needs of the learners. Without 

contextualised knowledge of where the teaching and learning experiences will be 

situated and under what conditions, catering for these needs will be a 

meaningless venture that lacks authenticity. By exploring the lived realities of 

IAB’s learners and the nature of depicted challenges learners undergo in these 

lived realities, this study contributes to the literature of ESP teacher and learner 
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cognition by highlighting the pertinenet relationship between the contextual 

influences and the ESP-related experiences and classroom practices.  

Additionally, this study provided a contribution for another area in which ESP 

research is scarce - curriculum development (Chan, 2018; Lockwood, 2012). 

Teachers in this study held expectations of an ESP course and how it should be 

established and maintained. Seeing no signs of these expectations in their 

academic contexts engendered a set of attitudes and practices that were 

detrimental to the ESP experiences at IAB. Through this exploration, I was able 

to gain a sense of how teachers felt and reacted in such unstructured scenario.       

8.4 Implications for pedagogy 

The following points constitute the main implications generated from this study to 

improve practice in the current research context. These implications are 

organised thematically according to the main themes in this research: 

ESP conceptualisations 

• As inferred from the findings, teachers’ ESP conceptualisations demonstrated 

some gaps in their knowledge of the language teaching field in which they are 

involved. They have demonstrated views of ESP which were generally simplistic, 

lacking depth and criticality of its fundaments. This led most instructional 

trajectories at IAB to take dangerous directions, placing a focus on the textual 

and structural components of language and opting out important concepts such 

as implementing autonomy, authenticity and professional preparedness. 

Knowledge of ESP, its fundaments and entailed instructional approaches 

is crucial and should not be taken for granted due to teachers’ high 

academic qualifications.  

• Teachers in this study illustrated views of their ESP contexts that were 

dispersedly unalike. They also demonstrated a lack of knowledge of what their 

colleagues think or do in their ESP courses. The conceptual knowledge 

teachers hold about their academic contexts is crucial as this knowledge 

can sometimes be determinantal to their instructional plans. Also, a 

context in which teachers share knowledge of each other’s beliefs and 

practices can be a healthy context that should be encouraged for teachers 

to gain opportunities to nurture their instructional repertoires and critically 

question some of their own beliefs and practices.    
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• Unlike how they are depicted in the literature (Holme and Chalauisaeng, 2006; 

Liu et al., 2011), and by teachers in this research, some learners demonstrated a 

considerable understanding of ESP and its usefulness to their professional 

futures. They shared professional wants, aspirations, and needs, and 

demonstrated frustration when finding a lack of fulfilment of these concepts in 

their ESP courses. This is definitely not a call for a generalisation of the learners’ 

ability to be an exclusive source determining their needs and the information on 

which to base the ESP courses. I just wanted to assert, through the findings of 

this research, that learners can constitute a useful source of knowledge that can 

triangulate with the numerous other course beneficiaries in the ESP enterprise. 

Learners, like all other stakeholders, are contributors to their experienced 

realities and by endowing meaning to these experiences, this affords 

learners a right to contribute to shaping their lived worlds. It is therefore the 

mission of needs analysts and course designers to scrutinise these views, where 

they come from and what they target in order to capture better representations of 

these views and to identify what best serves the aims of the ESP courses in a 

given context. Learners can be encouraged to find new ways in which they can 

obtain a relative space of freedom in which they can negotiate and nurture their 

professional identities; use of virtual technologies for example. 

ESP needs 

• In a world in which the value of English language as a global lingua franca is 

increasingly acknowledged, we need to question the significantly perceived 

governmental-private sector dichotomy in a multicultural setting such as Kuwait.  

In this research, the institutional disregard to conducting NA for the 

establishment of the ESP courses, and the reliance of the teachers on their own 

readings of the professional scenarios around them contributed to the 

reinforcement of such depiction of the governmental sector as less demanding of 

ESP and the private sector as more demanding and relevant to ESP teaching. A 

scientifically based NA is crucial in the context of IAB in order to demystify 

needs-related issues to the relevant stakeholders.   

ESP and social categories 

• This research highlighted the relevance of social categories that learners belong 

to as significantly influential on the success of the ESP teaching and learning 

experiences. The social categories demonstrated by the teachers in this 
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research had an impact on their ESP instructional plans. Through the findings of 

this research, I can claim that a better ESP teacher education, which is tailor-

made and customised to fit the needs of the ESP in this specific context 

can help teachers to critically assess their learners’ backgrounds and 

explore the ways in which they can overcome these challenges and try to 

offer the best educational quality in light of their contextual surroundings. 

This is because unplanned and apolitical approaches to ESP courses can serve 

to expand the vacuum between the authentic needs of the workplace and what 

teachers actually teach in their courses. Therefore, attracting policymakers’ 

attention to the impact of these critical factors is mandatory for them to facilitate 

opportunities for teachers to understand how to empower their learners in such 

contexts.  

• The above implication is not an invitation for the consideration of culture from a 

‘culture-as-given’ perspective (Handford et al., 2019). I agree with Handford et al. 

(2019) regarding the need for culture to be treated from a ‘culture-as-construct’ 

perspective, in which cultural differences are not treated as universal and 

predetermined. The above implication, however, invites teachers to understand 

their learners and their backgrounds without any deterministic presumptions of 

the existence social and cultural entities in a particular group. This can help 

teachers to understand the nature of the challenges learners may 

encounter through their educational experiences in order to explore 

possible solutions to such challenges. 

• An interesting observation was how learners wanted to defy their current 

contextual conditions, as illustrated by several attempts to learn English despite 

their socioeconomic and gender-related hegemonic conditions. I believe that this 

motivated stance can be channelled for the benefit of the ESP courses once 

learners know the means and the opportunities in which ESP can serve them in 

future situations. Raising the learners’ awareness of their disciplinary 

(professional) genres is central to shaping their affective state and self-

efficacy in their learning experiences.    

Management-related influences 

• The data underscored a serious lack of knowledge among teachers and learners 

related to each other’s intentions, plans, aspirations, expectations, and 

backgrounds. Transparency and communication seem to be missing in the 
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context of IAB, which necessitates the need for such concepts to be 

endorsed as a necessary institutional action.    

• Findings in this research demonstrate the impact of the lack of structure in 

managing the ESP courses. Perceiving the departmental disregard to take 

significant steps in the ESP course design; NA, proper curriculum, and course 

evaluation, teachers indicated how the course and its outcomes were 

unsystematic. The need for clearly defined course objectives based on evidence 

from NA and that are systematically evaluated to inform the ESP curriculums is 

mandatory to remedy IAB’s ESP courses. The systematisation of ESP 

courses in a way that leaves some freedom for ESP teachers to induce 

innovative teaching methods is highly recommended for the improvement 

of the current scenario. 

• Teachers in this study demonstrated a state of professional isolation, in which 

they indicated limited opportunities of exploiting collegial instructional repertoires 

of experiences to build their own, share classroom success stories and 

concerns. Teacher interaction is crucial to a successful establishment of 

ESP teachers’ identities and formation of rich instructional repositories to 

inform their ESP instruction. 

Teacher education and PD 

•  Due to a demonstrated lack of proper TE in the area of ESP, teachers were 

‘entrap[ed]’ in their already familiar GE mode of instruction (Bhatia et al., 2011). 

They consequently viewed their learners’ current proficiency level as a major 

obstacle which made ESP teaching impossible at IAB. Some therefore fell into a 

pitfall of unintentionally depriving their learners from their right to be aware of 

ESP and its value to their future workplaces, and masking their ESP lessons in 

GE stated goals which deprived their learners from knowledge of when and how 

they would use these elements in their future professions. A proper TE program 

should sensitise the need for teachers to familiarise learners with what 

ESP is and how it can impact their future professional trajectories and 

should guide them towards the concept that ESP learning is not about 

accurate language acquisition but about attaining knowledge of specific 

target language genre for target purposes.  
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• Teachers shared their experiences of being novices in their early careers and 

how intimidating that was in light of the complete absence of ESP pre-service 

education programs. Also, teachers discussed the gaps in the in-service PD and 

recognised its insufficiency to provide them with proper ESP education. TE, 

whether pre- or in-service, is crucial to the success of the ESP experiences 

and therefore should be significantly scrutinised by the management 

authorities. 

8.5 Recommendations for future studies 

In light of the discussed implications, recommendations for future research 

targeted five main areas: 

• TE: An interventionist research which helps to improve the quality of TE in the 

context of IAB is needed. This is also to address the broader calls regarding the 

lack of research in the area of ESP teacher education (Campion, 2016). Also, a 

much-needed area for further research in this respect can target the exploration 

of the nature of policies concerning pre and in-service TE and how policymakers 

can be engaged to understand the danger of improper TE programs. 

• Learners’ inclusion: In light of the paucity of research targeting ESP learners, a 

rights analysis (Benesch, 1996; 2001) would be an interesting area to pursue in 

order to explore the means of empowering learners in contexts where teacher-

learner power hierarchies strongly dominate the academic scene. 

• Social categorisation: There is a need for the problematisation of social 

categories in a way that challenges the universal Western-influenced 

conceptualisation of them. Perhaps critical explorations in different contexts 

would yield different indices and different understanding of complex concepts 

such as race, class, gender, and ethnicity. Also, I believe that a probe into the 

worlds of female learners in the context of IAB in a deeper, perhaps 

ethnographic, approach can yield rich data that can inform the research of social 

categories and language learning.  

• Teacher empowerment: This research illustrated teachers’ perceptions of 

themselves as lacking the power and space to induce change in their current 

academic context. This is despite their accounts of creating reform in their 

courses through individual attempts such as organising a local conference, 

creating teacher-learner dialogues as a form of informal NA or evaluation, and 

consulting disciplinary teachers in their learners’ needs. In light of the 
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unsystematic institutional management depicted at IAB, it would be ambitious to 

infer that the TE programs should consider this element of empowering the 

teachers to critically assess their institutional management processes. I believe 

that further research in this area can yield interesting data concerning the 

viewpoints of the institutional managers, how they view the status of their 

teachers and how they view this concept of empowerment in their context. 

• Learner empowerment: Learners in this study were depicted in a seriously 

underpowered position, both in their academic and social contexts. Before 

making a hasty call for female emancipation in this context, some critical issues 

must be considered. How much readiness do these females have to embark on 

this emancipatory step? How ready are their wider social contexts to accept 

these emancipatory steps and what social and cultural consequences do these 

steps hold on the current context? How sound is the application of the 

Eurocentric conceptualisation of the concept of emancipation and 

empowerment?  My own moderate position between conservatism and liberalism 

and my involvement in the wider context of this study allows me the insight and 

foresight to argue for further research in this area to explore the potentiality and 

feasibility of learners’ empowerment to be agents of change in their contexts.   

8.6 Reflections on the study  

The four years of researching ESP courses in a Kuwaiti context and the 

experiences of the teachers and learners involved in these courses has allowed 

me to reflect personally on some issues in general life encounters as well as in 

the field of academic research.   

One thing that I can confirm is that my research journey was neither static, nor 

have my previous notions remained monolithic. Involvement in the understanding 

of social phenomena with a critical, in-depth, philosophical gaze sharpened my 

acknowledgement of the multiple and complex interpretations individuals assign 

to their lived experiences. This study offered me a critical lens which helped my 

understanding of my own surrounding experiences. I started to cognitively 

assess situations around me to gain knowledge of what, why and how things 

happen the way they do. 

In this study, my pre-existing ideas, formed through my professional experience 

in the context of IAB, were constantly challenged. I had the chance to critically 

weigh my own views, those of my colleagues, IAB’s learners, the implemented 
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practices and adopted management agendas. This study has been successful in 

letting me critically reflect on my own beliefs regarding ESP teaching, my 

practices, and my learners in the context of IAB. It gave me an opportunity to be 

more aware of notions that I, as well as others, have taken for granted such as 

TE and learners’ language proficiency.       

This study has also changed my perceptions of the Kuwaiti social scene. I am 

from Hadar origins, married to a great Bedouin and have three lovely Bedouin 

kids. Although various social stratifications are visible in the Kuwaiti scene, I was 

not quite aware of how they can penetrate our academic settings, where 

intercultural acceptance should be encouraged and bolstered. I believe now that 

I should carry back home the responsibility of raising the awareness of the 

implications of such study in order to draw teachers closer to ESP research, to 

reflect more critically on learners’ needs, to redesign the ESP courses in a way 

that reflects such needs, and to offer greater access to PD and TE in the area of 

ESP instruction.  
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9 Appendices  

Appendix 1: Teachers’ interviews  
Questions for  teachers’ interviews: 

1. Tell me about the ESP courses in this college in general.  

Possible follow up questions:  

• What is your role as a teacher in the ESP course? What is the students’ role? 

• How useful is this content to your students?  

• Do you think that the ESP courses are designed with a vision or a strategy in mind of the 

decision makers?  

• Who do you think should be responsible for making ESP course decisions? (Potential 

prompts: teachers, coordinators, department managers, collaboration) 

• How much content knowledge do you think the ESP teachers need for ESP courses? 

• In your opinion, what are examples of effective practices exercised by teachers in ESP 

courses in this college? What needs to be improved?  

• In your opinion, what are examples of effective practices exercised by learners in ESP courses 

in this college? What needs to be improved? 

• Do you think that students are aware of their ESP needs? What are the possible ways to raise 

this awareness? (Potential prompts: Do you think that learners can be included in the decision 

making concerning the ESP course? 

2. Tell me about course ESP         . What are the students’ aims of taking course ESP          ? 

Possible follow up questions:  

• What is the focus of this course? (Potential prompts: content knowledge, grammar) 

• What are the goals and objectives of this course? 

• As part of the preparations for the academic year, what is the department’s preparatory 

procedure for this course?  

• What do you do to prepare for the course? 

• What are the teaching styles and approaches used for this course? (Potential prompts: 

functional, communicative, task based) 

• What do you think about the materials used currently for teaching ESP          .  

•  Tell me about the environment in which this course takes place (Potential prompts: student-

student relationships, student-teacher relationships) 

• Tell me about the assessment strategies used for this course? (Potential prompts: what types 

of assessment, developers of assessment, impact on ESP course, teaching vs. testing 

techniques)  

• Tell me about the attitudes of the learners in this course. (Potential prompts: motivation, 

involvement)  

• How would you envision an ideal ESP          course?  

3. Tell me about the department and the college. What is the role of the department in 

developing the learners’ language proficiency levels? 

Possible follow up questions:  

• Tell me about the actions taken by the department or Language center to train teachers and 

raise their awareness in the area of ESP?  

• Tell me about the actions taken by the department or Language center to raise the learners’ 

awareness for the importance of ESP? 

• How do the formal interactions between the teaching staff (meetings, collaborations, 

committees) impact the ESP course? 

• How do the informal interactions between the teaching staff (discussions, coffee, lunch breaks, 

concerns, daily informal chats) impact the ESP course?  

• Tell me about the collaboration between language teachers and scientific disciplines teachers 

(if any)? 

• How can the higher college regulations (e.g. deanship/ registrar office) impact the ESP 

course?  
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4. How can the external factors outside the college boundaries (if any) impact language learning 

inside the classroom?  

(Potential prompts: parental influences, social influences, former educational backgrounds, 

political standpoint towards English language, other distractors)? 

5. Is there any form of evaluation for the ESP course at the end of the semester or the academic 

year?  

Possible follow up questions:  

• If yes, how does the evaluation process take place?   

• How does this evaluation process impact the ESP course? 

6. Who should be the main driver of the ESP course content in your opinion? (Potential prompts: 

future employers/ students/ teachers/ coordinators) Why? 

Possible follow up questions:  

• Is this the only driver? Are there any other drivers that can impact the ESP course? 

7. Tell me about the value of ESP for the learners in this college. In your opinion, is ESP 

important for the potential workplaces in which your students might be recruited? 

Possible follow up questions:  

• In your opinion, what is the mission of ESP courses in this college?  

• Do you think that the ESP courses reflect this value? Do you think that ESP courses in this 

college successfully achieve its mission?  

• How do the ESP courses in this college prepare its learners for real life situations that they are 

likely to encounter in the future? 

• How do the decision makers in this college consider the future workplaces in the process of 

course design?   

8. In your opinion, how can the ESP experience in this college be improved? 
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Appendix 2: Research information sheets and sample consent forms/ 

Teachers  

Research information sheet/ Teachers 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses at a tertiary educational 

institution in Kuwait: implications for ESP course development and design 

 

Dear teachers,  

I would like to invite you to participate in an interview for a research project that I am 

undertaking as part of my PhD at the University of Bath.  

The purpose of my research project is to explore the ESP courses in your institution with the 

intention of finding out how to make ESP courses as effective as possible.  

The aim of the interview will be to obtain your opinions and ideas about the efficacy of the 

ESP courses in this institution, and its classroom practices. 

If you choose to participate, you will participate in an interview which will last for about an 

hour. Participation in the research is completely voluntary. There are no disadvantages, 

penalties or adverse consequences for not participating. You may withdraw from the study at 

any time during the collection of data. Interviews will be conducted at a time and place that is 

convenient for both you and the researcher. Please note that for data analysis purposes the 

interviews will be audio-recorded.  

Please note that pseudonyms will be used in the transcriptions. The audio recordings and 

their transcripts will be kept in a secure and private place for the duration of the research, 

and nobody will gain access to the data except my supervisor and me.  

Thank you very much for your interest in this research. Should you have any queries 

concerning the research please contact me on [Hanan AlKandari/ Mob. #:                                

/ Email: ha514@bath.ac.uk]. If you have any concerns or complaints about the way in which 

the study is being conducted, you may contact my supervisor [Dr. Katie Dunworth/ Email: 

c.m.dunworht@bath.ac.uk/ Tel: +44 (0) 1225 38 4109].  

Note: This project has obtained ethics approval from the Department of Education at the 

University of Bath. For further information about this, please contact the Department 

research ethics officer [Dr. Andrea Abbas/ Email: a.abbas@bath.ac.uk/ Tel: +44 (0) 1225 38 

7606] 
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Teachers’ consent form 

 

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Research title:  An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses a tertiary 

educational institution in Kuwait: implications for ESP course development 

and design 

Researcher’s name:  Hanan AlKandari 

 

I confirm that I have been informed about this project and understand what my 

participation involves. I understand that I can withdraw at any time, and that no 

information which could identify me will be used in published material.  

I understand that I will be audiotaped during the interview, which will take about 

an hour.  

I agree to participate in the study as described to me in the information sheet.  

 

Name: …………………………………………………………………… 

Signature: ………………………………………………………………. 

Date: ……………………………………………………………………. 
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Appendix 3: Learners’ focus groups 

 
Questions for Learners’ focus groups: 

Asking participants to introduce their names, ages, and specializations  

1. What is the difference between the specific English course you are enrolled in now and the 

previous courses you have already passed? 

2. Tell me about the specific English courses that you have covered so far in general. In your 

opinion, what is your role as a student in the ESP classroom? What is the teachers’ role? 

Possible follow up questions:  

• What type of content do you study in specific English classrooms? (Potential prompts: 

highly specific, general, grammar, vocabulary) 

• How useful is this content to you as a student? (Potential prompts: for your current 

academic development, for future careers) 

• In your opinion, what are examples of effective practices exercised by teachers in specific 

English courses in this college? What needs to be improved?  

• In your opinion, what are examples of effective practices exercised by students in specific 

English courses in this college? What needs to be improved? 

• Do you think that the students should be included in the decision making of the ESP 

course? How?  

3. Let us talk about course ESP          specifically. What are your aims from taking course ESP         

?  

Possible follow up questions: 

• What is the focus of this course? 

• Has the teacher explained the course goals and objectives at the beginning of the 

semester? What do you think about these goals and objectives? (Potential prompts: 

feasible, too aspiring, frustrating, motivating, above/below your actual proficiency level) 

• Tell me about the environment in the ESP          classroom (Potential prompts: student-

student relationships, student-teacher relationships, participation in classroom) 

• What do you think about the materials used currently for teaching this course? (Potential 

prompts: textbook, additional materials, visual or audio materials) 

• Tell me about the assessment methods used in this course (Potential prompts: how 

teachers evaluate your performance, how teachers evaluate your understanding, testing 

procedures, type of questions, the teaching vs. testing techniques) 

• Do you think that the outcome of the ESP courses motivates you to deal with the constraints 

of learning the English language? Why? 

• What do you think your needs of this ESP course are? 

• How would you envision an ideal ESP          course?  
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4. Tell me about the department and the college. How can the college regulations (e.g. 

department, deanship, registrar office) impact the ESP course? 

Possible follow up questions: 

• Tell me about the department’s role in helping you to improve your language level (Potential 

prompts: deal with difficulties, activities outside the college, events, communication with 

English language users) 

5. How can the external factors outside the college boundaries (if any) impact language learning 

inside the classroom?  

(Potential prompts: parental influences, social influences, former educational backgrounds, political 

standpoint towards English language, nepotism, other peers such as previous students’ 

experiences)? 

6. Who should be the main driver of the specific English course content in your opinion? (Potential 

prompts: future employers/ students/ teachers/ coordinators) 

Possible follow up questions:  

Is this the only driver? Are there any other drivers that can impact the specific English course? 

7. Tell me about the value of specific English for you as learners for the workplaces in which you 

might be recruited.  

Possible follow up questions: 

• Tell me about whether and how will you be able to use the business language you have learned 

after the completion of the specific English course. (Potential prompts: will you use it? With 

whom? Where? How, confidence?) 

• How do the ESP courses in this college reflect this value? 

8. In your opinion, how can your specific English experience be improved? 
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Appendix 4: Research information sheets and sample consent forms/ 

Learners 

Research information sheet/ Learners 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses at a tertiary educational 

institution in Kuwait: implications for ESP course development and design 

Dear students,  

I would like to invite you to participate in a focus group interview for a research project 

that I am undertaking as part of my PhD at the University of Bath.  

The purpose of my research project is to explore the ESP courses in your institution with 

the intention of finding out how to make ESP courses as effective as possible. 

The aim of the focus group interviews will be to obtain your opinions and ideas about the 

efficacy of the ESP courses in this institution, and its classroom practices. 

If you choose to participate, you will participate in a focus group interview which will last 

for about an hour. Participation in the research is completely voluntary. There are no 

disadvantages, penalties or adverse consequences for not participating. You may 

withdraw from the study at any time during the collection of data. Focus group interviews 

will be conducted at a pre-booked classroom that you will be informed of beforehand, 

and at a time that you choose according to your convenience from a pre-prepared 

schedule. Please note that for data analysis purposes the focus groups will be audio-

recorded.  

Please note that pseudonyms will be used in the transcriptions. The audio recordings 

and their transcripts will be kept in a secure and private place for the duration of the 

research, and nobody will gain access to the data except my supervisor and me.  

Thank you very much for your interest in this research. Should you have any queries 

concerning the research please contact me on [Hanan AlKandari/ Mob. #:                                

/ Email: ha514@bath.ac.uk]. If you have any concerns or complaints about the way in 

which the study is being conducted you may contact my supervisor [Dr. Katie Dunworth/ 

Email: c.m.dunworth@bath.ac.uk/ Tel: +44 (0) 1225 38 4109].  

Note: This project has obtained ethics approval from the Department of Education at the 

University of Bath. For further information about this, please contact the Department 

research ethics officer [Dr. Andrea Abbas/ Email: a.abbas@bath.ac.uk/ Tel: +44 (0) 

1225 38 7606] 
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Learners’ consent form 

 

 

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 

 

Research title:  An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses a tertiary 

educational institution in Kuwait: implications for ESP course development 

and design 

Researcher’s name:  Hanan AlKandari 

 

I confirm that I have been informed about this project and understand what my 

participation involves. I understand that I can withdraw at any time, and that no 

information which could identify me will be used in published material.  

I understand that I will be audiotaped during the focus group session, which will 

take about an hour.  

I agree to participate in the study as described to me in the information sheet.  

 

Name: …………………………………………………………………… 

Signature: ………………………………………………………………. 

Date: ……………………………………………………………………. 
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Appendix 5: Transcription conventions:  

 
Transcription convention  Description  

T                                  Teachers 

S                                   Student 

I                                   Interviewer 

.                                  A short pause at the end of a sentence 

, A short pause within a sentence 

…                                  A longer pause (longer than 2 seconds)  

? Indicating raised question 

= In complete response due to interruption 

“Sentence” Third person response 

[word?] Unclear response 

Mmm/    Ah                          Filler words used by participants 

CAPS                             Participants’ stressing on some words 

 [A student nocks the door]          brackets indicate researcher’s comment 
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Appendix 6: Transcription Sample of teachers’ interviews 

I:  

I want you to talk to me about the ESP courses in general in this institution. What 

do you think the role of the teacher and the role of the student is in these 

courses?  

T1:  

Well the role of the teacher in general is to follow the curriculum, the book, 

whether they like it or not. They have to follow certain criteria. Now the teacher 

has the freedom to come up with his or her own exam because this is not a 

unified course in terms of exams [clears throat]. And with the students, they feel 

at ease when they get involved in the ESP courses because it is not unified. You 

don’t have to be... to follow other classes. Let’s say some circumstances 

occurred to the teacher and she did not cover as much material. So they feel like 

they can have their midterms and their exams whenever they are ready. So 

that’s about it.  

I:  

Mmm, ok. Can you talk to me about the content that you teach here in the ESP 

courses in the college?  

T1:  

Well, generally, these courses are supposed to relate to the major here in 

college. But the content could be general English, ah, some of them would be 

about business. For the 201 course it is about writing for business purposes. 

Teach, ah, students to learn about writing emails, writing letters, ah, for 154, 

mmm, it’s about… I can’t really remember what it is about exactly. But 

generally... a little bit of general English. It depends on the book. But the book we 

are currently teaching is not very focused on business. The two... the 204 course 

is. The second half of the 154, It’s a more advanced course. I feel like this should 

be the level of the level of the 154 itself. So generally it deals with topics related 

to the major. But not really focused on the major. but because of the students’ 

language level. it's quite poor so it's difficult to teach them more advanced topics.  

 I:  

So you are saying that the courses are more of a general English? 

T1:  

Yeah [high tone] more of a general English. 

I:  

So why do you think they teach general English for ESP courses?  

T1:  

I am really surprised because I believe that we should teach students from books 

that focus more on their majors. Ah, up to date more that these we are teaching 

right now. For example, instead of teaching them how to write an email, we can 
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teach them about the social media, about things that are occurring in this, ah, in 

the... I think the book was written before 2000 or not really sure. So now we’re 

dealing with more advanced technology and applications that are not 

incorporated in the book itself.   

I:  

Ah. You can code switch by the way, [interviewee interrupts: yeah, yeah, yeah] 

anytime you feel uncomfortable [interviewee interrupts: Don’t worry]. And what 

about the ESP courses, and the strategies or the vision that the decision makers 

employ in designing the ESP courses. Do you think that they have any vision or 

strategy to design such courses?  

T1:  

So, I believe whoever is in charge of choosing the book has in mind that these 

books should address the needs of the students... as students who are enrolled 

in this college. Ah, but in terms of what the market needs, what do they 

personally want, how these books relate to them, I think we need to address 

these issues more than just choosing a book that is suitable or that is available 

on the shelves, ah, to finish the... ah... amount of books we have currently before 

switching to another book.  

I:  

What do you mean? can you elaborate please?  

T1: 

I think that these books are outdated. They need to be replaced with other books 

because we tend to follow the books. The curriculum will be built around the 

BOOKS so the books are the main issue.  

I:  

Aha. We mentioned about the vision or the strategy but who is really responsible 

for having this vision or this strategy or for designing the ESP courses here? 

T1:  

I believe that there is a committee for... ah... for choosing the books, for 

designing what an ESP or what a General course is. Ah, but I am not really 

involved in this committee. I don’t think that they involve the staff when they sit 

and choose the books. We had a meeting I remember. It was last year. They 

were voting which book do you think we should be using but it was more of a 

chaos. We were just raising our hands and it was random. But in terms of real 

criteria, ah, I don’t believe that the rest of the staff have voices in terms of the 

struggles, the challenges they are facing. Instead they are... being told what to 

do. Things are being imposed on them.  

I:  

So if you were the decision maker, how would better this situation or improve the 

situation?  
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T1:  

Ah, to be honest I don’t find myself in a position of choosing the best curriculum 

or the best book because this is not my area of expertise. I know that there are 

better people to do this job who have specialized in this area. Many of my 

colleagues have studied this area, the ESP or the curriculum. I haven’t 

personally. So I would trust people who have this knowledge and I wouldn’t mind 

sharing my ideas after they choose and have their own criteria for the selection 

of the curriculum or the books.  

I:  

Ah, ok, so you say that teachers have to be…the voices of teachers have to be 

take into=  

T1:  

=consideration, yes indeed.  

I:  

Are they the only group of stakeholders? Do you think that they are the only 

group of stakeholders to be considered=  

T1:  

=I... I believe that students themselves should be, ah…the needs of students 

should be taken into consideration, like for example, when I enter my class and 

ask my students “Do you really feel that the materials relate to you needs?” or 

“How do you feel, ah, this should be addressed?” I feel that they become more 

accepting of the course and less intimidated to learn business English. So if 

students were... if we took their points of view and if you saw how, ah, they could 

better deal with these books or how they could benefit from these books instead 

of just imposing something on them. This would be amazing.  

I:  

Mmm, and do you think that the students are capable or aware of their needs so 

that the department or the decision makers can incorporate their views?  

T1:  

Yeah. For example in a 201 course. Ah, I ask students "are you really… ah… do 

you really know how to apply for a visa? Do you think you really need to know 

how to apply for a visa?" so they would go like "no we don’t"  and then I would 

ask them "instead of taking your application to an agency where they can help 

you fill it out and get money would you feel like doing it yourself?" and then they 

would be encouraged to study or learn about applying for a visa. So if you could 

convey to them a sense of what you’re teaching and why you're teaching it, and 

if they see that there is a need, ahhh, then this would make better sense to them.  

I:  
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Can you think, again if you were in charge of incorporating the students’ voices 

in the decision making. Can you think of any ways in which those…or activities 

or methods that we can use to incorporate their voices in the course design? 

T1: 

 yeah let’s say if we had like a course as a pilot and we test each, ah, division we 

teach or each…each exercise in a book, or ah, any material we teach and we the 

feasibility of this, ah, exercise or assignment of curriculum. And how do 

the…what are the advantages and disadvantage of these aspects. And…we 

report them in the following semester. And we have this kind of a meeting where 

we discuss, each teacher discusses the needs, ahh, and benefits or vice versa 

with her students. Then we could come up with a list of what we can work on, 

what is, mmm, on high demand, or what is more beneficial than something else 

for example.  

I:  

Yeah. Good. And reflecting on the teaching practices of the department. Can you 

tell me about the teaching practices practiced here in department for teaching 

the ESP courses?  

T1:  

Well I’ve always been advocating presentations. Ah, I think that our classes are 

more teacher centred. Ah, even if we have like group… students working in 

groups. We cannot really listen to the student because we have large number of 

students per class. So communication is essential in ESP. And presentations are 

really essential in ESP teaching because I feel that this is what the students 

would need after they leave our classes especially in EFL context like Kuwait. To 

speak whether when they go to restaurants when they deal with foreigners or 

even when they travel. Speaking should be incorporated more into our 

curriculum. I personally tend to have presentations whether students would 

introduce themselves. This is an essential presentation for all levels whether 

general or ESP courses. And then you can come up with more focused ESP 

presentations that have to do with the specific materials or curriculum you are 

teaching. These presentations could be group or individual presentations. It 

depends if you are planning to have more than two presentations then you could 

have a variety of individual and group presentations. And teachers should really 

communicate with students more. Like I always encourage students to work in 

groups and I always tell them that once you graduate and you work you will have 

to work with your colleagues. It is not an interesting experience if you lack the 

skills to do it. Some colleagues you really do not know anything about and you’ll 

have to collaborate with each other to work. But this is the case when you finish 

from this class and work outside. So they really find that there is a need for doing 

this and there is a meaning from doing this. Communication is a huge factor.  

I:  

you say that they NEED to communicate with their students. So do you mean 

that you see this as an effective method yet missing in= 

T1:  



 291 

=Yes we usually impose things on our students and tell them to do them without 

verifying them or telling our students why we do them. So if you, if we verify 

every single thing we do, or make sense out of what we’re doing with them we 

would have better outcomes. Students then would understand the aim behind 

learning this type of English and become more motivated towards it.  

I:  

Yeah. And what about the learning practices adopted here by the students at the 

CBS. Do you see any effective or less effective practices among the students 

here?  

T1:  

you mean in the class or= 

I:  

=whether inside or outside the classroom.  

T1:  

Ah, a lot of student would wanna get like if you want them to write something. 

They would ask you for the specific question and the specific the very specific 

way for answering a question that is about writing in general. So we really need 

to encourage them to learn how to write something in different ways... like to 

learn about synonyms, to incorporate the dictionaries. They could have their 

dictionaries in their cell phones. We really have to encourage them to speak up. 

Like instead of getting a single answer for one question while you in your class 

as a teacher you could have a variety of answers. And acknowledging each 

answer every single student provides you with. So yeah we need to change this 

idea of that there is one single answer for one single question. Now when they 

work in groups I’m sure that they do communicate in their L1,ah, and it would be 

great if the teacher passes by the groups and encourages them to speak in 

English to try to encourage it. Even I did something myself I took the students out 

of the class we went downstairs to sit in the garden. So if you have this personal 

relationship with the student or I wish if we could have the opportunity to practice 

it in the real world. But again we are an EFL context and even the classroom is 

not, ah, a normal atmosphere for speaking. It’s not a natural atmosphere. So 

yeah.  

I: 

 Ok. Good. Great. And what about the attitudes of the ESP learners here in the 

college towards the ESP course and their ESP learning. How do you see the 

attitudes of learners towards ESP? Are they motivated to learn ESP or not and 

why?  

T1:  

Yeah that’s the thing. I don’t l really think that they realize what is an ESP and 

what is a General course. All they know I assume is that this is an advanced 

course. This is a course that would help me graduate. This is an essential course 

that I wanna get rid of some of them. So ah, we should be informing them about 
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the difference. I know that a lot of students feel this comfort from getting rid of the 

general courses because of the unified exams and stuff. But with the ESP 

courses we need to really educate students and inform them that this is meant to 

address these specific major related needs and to focus on these specific 

aspects.  

I:  

And do you see them really motivated to learn with the constraints of learning a 

new specified language not even a general English language? 

T1:  

Yeah so this is the role of the teacher. I usually start my classes by asking my 

students about what, about their needs. About their desires. So we cannot ask 

them directly are you motivated or demotivated. But we would definitely ask them 

“do you feel that there is a need to learn English?” you could encourage them by 

saying... giving an example about yourself “I do not really feel that English is 

needed. why do we have to speak in English?” so you would encourage different 

points of view. So this kind of conversation is helpful for the rest of the semester 

for you to address certain areas. Like one of my students told me that she 

doesn’t need to learn English because she could get a job that does not have 

English as a prerequisite. So I would go around it “how about if you wanna go to 

restaurant with your husband and the menu is in English?". And she would smile 

and she would find a need for staying in the course. So even if it was general 

English. You REALLY have to find a need whether from travelling, ah, or 

interacting with foreigners in the country, or use in the future in the workplace. So 

if you touch upon this need, this very specific need she will find a reason to work, 

to invest in learning English. Without, ah, addressing these areas and these 

issues there is no point from teaching the semester itself. 

I:  

So you think that the key to motivate the students is to highlight the general 

needs of English and not the specific. Do you feel that= 

T1:  

=The ones that they feel they really can relate to. Because this student might 

really wanna learn just for... in order to order from the menu while another 

student would wanna continue her education or be part of a professional 

environment. So if you address all the needs and each student can make sense 

out of what these needs then that’s the point from doing this kind of discussion.  

[End of sample transcript]  
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Appendix 7: Transcription sample of Learners’ focus groups:  
I:  

What do you think is the difference between these specific courses I have just 

mentioned, you know English 2, 3, law, computing and correspondence, and the 

ones that we took before which are English 099 and 101? Why do you think they 

are called like specific courses?  

S1FG4:  

I don’t know. To me I feel that they are the same. I don’t know. 

I: 

The same? Why do you feel that they are the same?  

S1FG4:  

But maybe the topics are different. The lessons I mean. But the idea in general is 

similar. 

I:  

How is the idea similar?  

S1FG4:  

Because it is always, in all courses, words, grammar and that's it. The same 

thing, you know? But I don’t know. Maybe now the teacher talks more about 

business in English 3. 

I:  

Do you think that it should be like that? that they all should be the same?  

S1FG4:  

No. Why should they be the same? What's the point? I like that the teacher is 

starting to discuss things in business now in English 3. I feel that it is becoming 

different, more advanced. 

I: 

Yeah. and what do you think S2?  

S2FG4:  

The idea of 099 and 101 is that they are beginning courses. Foundation. At first 

they teach us about English in general and how it is. Things like that. And then 

they get more concerned with specific topics and things like that. 

I:  

Yeah. What do you mean by specific topics? So you agree with S1 that the 

topics are different?  

S2FG4:  

No not that they are different. I mean... do you mean if they are similar or 

different?  

I:  

What do you feel about these topics? Do you feel that they are similar or 

different?  

S2FG4:  

There is something similar and something different. 

I:  

Like what? Can you give me an example?  

S2FG4:  
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For example 099 has simple and easy stuff. I mean like basic words and letters 

and numbers. Things like that. But English 2 and 3. No. They have new words, 

they have grammar, paragraphs. Things like that, like in business topics. 

I:  

Topics about what?  

S2FG4:  

About the specialization itself. For example the management, business... But in 

099 and 101 they gave us letters, simple words, I mean easy stuff. They weren’t 

that hard. But then in English 2 and 3 we began learning about specific topics, 

paragraphs and things like that.  

I: 

Yeah. what do you think S3?  

 S3FG4:  

I agree with her that English 1 is supposed to be a foundational course. English 

is large. I mean English has a large learning domain= 

S1FG4:  

=I mean it is remedial= 

S3FG4:  

=So no. English 1 was... a simple English. just like that in high school for those 

who are just starting to learn it= 

S1FG4:  

=Yeah, yeah= 

S2FG4:  

=Letter, numbers, very simple stuff like that. 

S3FG4:  

But in English 2 and 3, no. We really started into the specialization. and we 

started reading. We started writing paragraphs= 

S2FG4:  

= paragraphs  

S3FG4:  

Yeah. The teacher even made us write and give presentations. She made us 

speak. So it became a little bit more difficult for us.  

I:  

Yeah. And what do you think S4?  

S4FG4:  

Just like what they said [A participant agreeing in the background]. Because the 

stuff in 099 and 101 are simple stuff. Like what we have taken in primary, 

intermediate and high school. But they just remind us about them. But English 2 

and 3, no they became a little bit harder because it... how can I say it? Because 

it improves our language skills. 

I:  

Yeah. And how is it harder? What skills do you mean?  

S4FG4:  

It is not difficult. But is a little bit more difficult than the other one. 

S1FG4:  

They get deeper into the specialization in these courses. 
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I:  

And how do they get deeper into your specialization in these courses? 

S3FG4:  

It is a little bit difficult. We have gone in more depth into the reading, proper 

English reading about business. I mean in 099 and 101 they were perhaps more 

tolerant if we make a mistake with a word or if we say it the wrong way. Now they 

repeat it after us and ask us to say it correctly. Yes it is difficult but it is good for 

us. It teaches us information about the specialization in English. 

S1FG4:  

Even the spelling. When we write they deduct marks from us for spelling 

mistakes 

S4FG4:  

Even when it comes to exams. I mean in 099 you might find the exam to be a 

multiple-choice exam whereas in English 2 and 3, no, you write down things 

yourself not just choose.  

I:  

Yeah. what do you think S5?  

S5FG4:  

Same as what they said. I mean 099 and 101 was good as a foundation. As if we 

are in a primary school. We take letters, numbers, how we say them and how we 

write them down. 

I:  

And in English 2 and 3?  

S5FG4:  

English 2 and 3... No that's it we started advanced lessons because it is college 

level so we started to take things about business, about the workplace, how to 

speak, how to communicate with people around us.  

I:  

Good, great. And S6?  

S6FG4:  

Actually I see that the courses are all the same. Always giving us grammar that 

is similar to the things given to us in high school. It hasn’t changed a bit starting 

from 099 up till English 3. I mean we are now graduates and we are still taking 

the passive voice. What is passive voice. We used to take it in high school. 

Nothing has changed in these courses except for... maybe the lessons are the 

ones that changed. Even the words for example... the words we take here are 

words which we have learned before but we don't regularly use them and that's 

why we forget them. But they very old and not useful neither to us as college 

students nor to our future jobs. Very old stuff that we used to take in school. So 

in my view the English we are taking now does not promote the level of a 

business college. 

I:  

Aha. Even English 2 and 3 and English correspondence= 

S6FG4:  

=It doesn’t promote yeah. It doesn’t promote. Even other universities for 

example, the do not officially accredit the English courses that we study here.   
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S3FG4:  

[In a lower tone] No. This is wrong. 

I:  

What do you mean by they do not officially accredit the English courses that you 

take here? 

S6FG4:  

Now... I have gone to the Global university to ask them about how I can continue 

my studies to get a bachelor’s degree. So they told me that I have to take an 

English placement test. I told him "How come? I am already studying English 

now in my college". He told me "you don’t need a test in Math because your GPA 

is already high so you don’t need it. But you do need it in English". I told him "but 

my grades are also high in English". he said "We do not officially recognise the 

English courses of the CBS at all. We do not even look at the grades". He said 

this to me. They instantly think that CBS students should take the test whether 

their grades are high or not because they don't see that the courses are college 

level. How can they be college level if it only teaches some grammar and words? 

I:  

So they wouldn’t accredit the language courses you’ve taken here?  

S6FG4:  

At all. Not even a single English language course.  

I:  

S3. You said that this is wrong. Why?  

S3FG4:  

No no. It is wrong. Because the English grammars are the same. It is the 

foundation of the English language actually. The passive voice, he, she, it. If they 

don’t repeat all these things to us= 

S4FG4:  

=We will forget= 

S3FG4:  

=There will not be English in the first place= 

S1FG4:  

=Maybe other things= 

S3FG4:  

=English is not about topics and not about business and these things. English is 

about its grammar. In the passive voice and these things. So they mustn’t have 

told you that we do not accredit your English courses because this is what 

English is about.  

I:  

So you think that we have to... I mean the teachers have to repeat the grammar 

lessons even in English 2 and 3 and English correspondence? so lessons like= 

S3FG4:  

=All the way through this is a must. This is what English is about= 

S2FG4:  

=Not necessarily to repeat them. Maybe to use them... to mention them or to 

reminds about them. like that= 

S3FG4:  
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=This is basically the foundation of English so it's a must= 

S5FG4:  

=As a reminder. I mean they could remind us of what we have taken before. 

S6FG4:  

In my opinion... ok the teacher can remind us through a supplementary lesson or 

like a revision. But it shouldn’t be a lesson in the unit itself. 

S1FG4:  

Yes true, true. It shouldn’t be a main lesson. 

S3FG4:  

No, not a secondary lesson. Now there are a lot of girls who don’t know. A lot of 

girls who do not have a good command of English. 

S4FG4:  

Yeah right. They don’t understand. 

S5FG4:  

Or they might have forgotten it. 

I:  

But how do they= 

S3FG4: 

=If we don’t know these grammar items we will not know anything in English= 

S5FG4:  

=What’s the point of it when I want to speak to you and I say he? 

S1FG4:  

But it shouldn’t be the same thing repeated each course. No. There should be 

some development like she said. There should be lessons about our 

specialisation. 

S6FG4:  

I mean we should take an amount of grammar in 099 and 101 to provide us with 

a foundation. If one doesn’t pass the 099 then that’s it. They have to repeat it 

once and twice and three times to pass it. But it is impossible= 

S3FG4:  

=There is nothing but grammar in the English language= 

S6FG4:  

This is impossible... We have been continuing on the same grammar for 3 or 4 

semesters now. Ok. Where is the improvement that we have made?  

S2FG4:  

There should be change. There should be improvement. I mean not that they 

should change the grammar, but there should be a little bit of improvement in the 

English. It shouldn’t be the same. 

I:  

What do you mean S2? You mean including specific topics like what S6 said?  

S2FG4:  

Exactly. In the topics. Things like that. Reading about topics that are related to 

our specialisations for example. So that also the students won’t feel bored of 

having the same subjects, the same grammar and the same topics presented in 

the same way.  

I: 
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Yeah. So S6. I see from what you’re saying S6 is that you consider the content 

to be less effective to you?  

S6FG4:  

Yes.  

I:  

And what about you S5?  

S2FG4:  

No. For me I have benefited= 

S4FG4:  

=I have benefited too. 

I:  

S2? You have benefited from it?  

S2FG4:  

No I have benefited. It’s not that I didn’t find any benefit from it. Not completely 

no. I have benefited= 

S6FG4:  

No it is not completely useless. It is just weak. I mean it is very weak.  

I:  

Weak? Yeah. Ok. And how did you benefit from it S2?  

S2FG4:  

I mean there were words which I didn’t know their meanings. I didn’t use to read 

in English. I mean in the right pronunciation= 

I:  

Do you see this as something that you should be studying in a specific language 

course?  

S2FG4: 

Yes. Definitely. I should know how to pronounce the words correctly. College 

students should graduate with such high level of language. But I'm trying= 

S4FG4:  

=Me too. Me too. I have really benefited= 

[End of transcript sample] 

  



 299 

Appendix 8: Sample thematic mind maps created for data analysis 

Teachers’ data  
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Learners’ data 
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Appendix 9: Samples of theming process  

Teachers’ data: Code aggregation 

 

Teachers’ data: Code dissolving 
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Learners’ data: Code aggregation 

 

Learners’ data: Code dissolving: 
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Appendix 10: Confidentiality Agreement for Translation Services 
 

Research Study Title:  An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses at a 

tertiary educational institution in Kuwait: implications for ESP course 

development and design 

 

1. I, ______________________________ translator, agree to maintain full 

confidentiality of all research data received from the researcher of this research 

study. 

2. I will hold confidentially the identity of any individual that may be revealed 

during the translation of interviews or in any associated documents. 

3. I will not make copies of any audio-recordings, transcripts or other research 

data, unless specifically requested to do so by the researcher. 

4. I will not provide the research data to any third parties without the researcher’s 

consent. 

5. I will store all study-related data in a safe, secure location as long as they are 

in my possession. All video and audio recordings will be stored in an encrypted 

format. 

6. All data provided or created for purposes of this agreement, including any 

back-up records, will be returned to the researcher and permanently 

deleted.  When I have received confirmation that the translation I performed has 

been satisfactorily completed, any of the research data that remains with me will 

be returned to the research team and destroyed, pursuant to the instructions of 

the researcher. 

7. I understand that the researcher has the right to take legal action against any 

breach of confidentiality that occurs in my handling of the research data. 

 

Translator’s name (printed) 

______________________________________________ 

Translator's signature  

______________________________________________ 

Date  

_______________________________________________  
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Appendix 11: Demonstration of the seating plan during learners’ 

focus groups 
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Appendix 12: Letter for obtaining approval to entre research site 

Research title:       An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses at a 

tertiary educational institution in Kuwait: implications for ESP course 

development and design 

 

Dear Head of the Language Centre,  

My name is Hanan AlKandari and I am a first-year Ph.D. student at the 

University of Bath writing to ask for permission to conduct my research at                                                                                                   

The purpose of my research project is to explore the ESP courses in your 
institution with the intention of finding out how to make ESP courses as effective 
as possible.  

The aim of the interview will be to obtain the opinions and ideas of teachers and 

students about different aspects of the ESP courses in the institution, and the 

efficacy of its classroom practices. 

Subject to the approval of the ethics committee from my university, this study will 

be using interviews with the teachers and focus groups with the students. Both 

teachers and students will then be asked to complete a questionnaire which will 

be based on the findings of the interviews and focus groups.  

I’m writing to ask for your permission to be allowed to access the department of 

English at the institution. The study should not take a large amount of the 

participants’ time (a one hour session taken from the ESP      courses for 

questionnaires, a one hour session arranged according the convenience of the 

students for the focus groups, and a one hour interview with the teachers) and 

can be conducted at a time and date to be arranged at the convenience of all the 

participants.  

Participation in the research is completely voluntary. All answers and results 

from the interviews, focus groups and questionnaires will be kept in a secure and 

private place for the duration of the research, and nobody will gain access to the 

data except me. 

The findings of the research will be available for the interested participants. After 

the completion of the thesis, and as part of gratitude to the participants, I will be 

conducting a seminar to share my findings with the teachers and students.  

If you are willing to grant me the permission, could you kindly e-mail me to 

confirm at (ha514@bath.ac.uk)?  

 

Warm regards,  

Hanan AlKandari  
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Appendix 13: Ethical approval form 
 

 
 
 
FORM valid from 26/09/2016 

 

 

 

ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF PROPOSED RESEARCH 
MPhil/PhD 

 
To be completed by the student and approved by the supervisor then submitted for approval by 
the Director of Studies before any data collection takes place.  Before completing the form, 
students should read the guidelines published by the British Educational Research Association 
(BERA), which are available in Moodle and at www.bera.ac.uk 
 
Introduction 

Full name of student: 
Hanan Saleh AlKandari 

Student number: 
159506422 

Provisional title of your study: 
An analysis of the efficacy of ESP courses at a tertiary educational institution in 
Kuwait: implications for ESP course development and design 

Justification for your study: 
The study explores the ESP courses and their efficacy from the eyes of its key 
stakeholders (students and teachers). The aim is to explore the teaching and 
learning practices in these classes, and what is exactly needed to improve their 
quality. 

 
 

Participants 
1. Who are the main participants in your research (such as interviewees, respondents)? 

The main participants in this research are teachers and students in an academic 
institution in Kuwait. 6 teachers are expected to be part of the interviews and about 
20-24 students will be participants of focus groups. About 200 students and 16 
teachers will be invited to complete the questionnaires. All participants will be 
adults, i.e. above 18 years old. 

http://www.bera.ac.uk/
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2. How will you find and contact these participants? 
After asking for permission from the Head of the Language Centre and the Dean of the 
college through correspondence, I will be contacting the head of the schedules 
committee to request details of ESP204 schedules (i.e. number of sections provided 
next semester, number of students currently registered in each section, teachers in 
charge of teaching ESP204 next semester).  
For the first phase, I will send emails to all teachers in the department of English at the 
beginning of next semester in February 2017 to inform them of my intention of 
carrying out my research at their college and explain the idea and motive behind 
conducting it. I will also invite them to take part in my research as participants. I will 
attach the participant information sheet which provides more information as well as 
the participants consent form for those who agree to participate. The participants 
then will be chosen according to the protocols of the stratified convenience sampling, 
and consequently the selected participants will be contacted in order to arrange the 
convenient place and time to conduct the interviews. 
 With respect to the students, I will personally go into each ESP204 classroom and 
briefly explain the idea of my research and ask for volunteers. Those who are willing 
to participate will be asked to provide their names and contact details to be informed 
of the available sessions and venue of the focus groups.   
As for the second phase which will be conducted in the following semester of 

2017/2018, the teachers will be sent emails to fill out an electronic questionnaire, 
and I will make sure that they know that attempting the questionnaires is 
completely voluntary and that declining to be part of the research would not entail 
any negative consequences. Students will be taken to a pre-booked computer lab, 
after arranging with the classroom teachers to fill out an electronic questionnaire. 
The students will also be informed of their rights to opt out of the questionnaires 
without any negatives consequences. 

3. How and from whom will you obtain informed consent and communicate the right 
to withdraw?   
Once I find volunteers, I will be generally explaining to them the idea behind the 
research and their right to withdraw at any stage. All the participants will be given an 
information sheet which provides more details of the study, their right to withdraw 
from the study, the permission to use an audio recorder, and of the absolute 
confidentiality of the collected data. I will then ask them to sign a consent form in 
which they confirm their understanding of the research and of their rights. 

4. Have you approached any other body or organisation for permission to conduct this 
research? 
As stated above, permission to conduct the study will be sought from the Dean of the 

college and Head of the Language Centre 
5. At what stages of your research, and in what ways will participants be involved? 

Participant Teachers will be interviewed individually, while students will be asked to 
be involved in focus groups in phase one. Both teachers and students will be asked to 
complete a questionnaire in phase two. 

6. Have you considered how to share your findings with participants and how to thank 
them for their participation? 
Upon signing the consent forms, the participants will be asked to specify whether they 
would like to receive a summary of the findings. If they would like to receive a 
summary, they will be asked to provide their email addresses and it will be sent to 
them after it is completed. Furthermore, after the end of each data collection session, 
I will send an email or text message to thank the participants for agreeing to be part of 
the study.   
After the completion of the thesis, and as part of gratitude to the participants, I will be 
conducting a seminar to share my findings with the teachers and students. 
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Deception and exploitation avoidance, confidentiality, privacy and accuracy 

7. How will you present the purpose of your research?  Do you foresee any 
problems?  
I will be explicitly explaining the purpose of the research both verbally and in the 
participant information sheet. Some students might be hesitant or unconfident to be 
part a focus group or to attempt the questionnaire. As an attempt to solve this 
problem, they will be reassured that their responses from the questionnaires as well 
as the audio recordings from the focus groups will be completely and strictly 
confidential, and that nobody will have the authority to look at the data except my 
supervisor and I. If they still do not wish to participate, they are free to decline. 

8. In what ways might your research cause harm (physical or psychological distress or 
discomfort, or threat to self-esteem) to yourself or others?  What will you do to 
minimise this? Would access to support be available (if appropriate)? 
There could be some implications t this research related to the students, teachers as 
well as myself. First, findings from this research might reveal the need to make 
changes in the department such as increasing the teaching load or the duties of the 
teachers to improve the ESP courses. As this can be cause some discomfort for some 
teachers, I will try to inform them in a meeting about my findings and how these 
findings can help to improve the students’ language level. Similarly, students might 
feel uncomfortable if the workload was increased in the ESP courses. I intend to 
arrange for a seminar in which I will be sharing my findings with them and explaining 
the positive outcome they would gain from the improvement of the ESP courses. In 
the focus groups, some students might be hesitant to express themselves freely 
thinking that other students might report what they say to their teachers. I intend to 
address this problem through stressing on the importance of keeping all the details 
of the discussion strictly confidential, and I will make sure that all the participants 
understand and agree to this confidentiality. Another important issue is my view of 
the context of the study after I go back to resume my duties as a teacher there. 
Although my view of the context will definitely not remain the same as before I 
commence my research, I will try to maintain neutrality towards the context and the 
participants for the duration of the research, and I will make sure that the findings 
would help to improve my teaching as well as the other teachers. All participants will 
be informed of the strict confidentiality procedures that will be taken to protect the 
obtained data. Participants will be informed that all hard copies of the obtained data 
such as results of questionnaires and interviews and focus groups transcripts will be 
kept in a secured locked place, while soft copies and audio recordings will be kept in 
a password-protected computer. Participants who still refuse to participate will be 
excused. 

9. What measures are in place to safeguard the identity of participants and 
locations?  Are there special circumstances for consideration e.g. special 
populations such as children under 16 years? 
All participants are mature adults of 18 and above. Pseudonyms will be used for the 
researched college and for all the participants to conceal their identities. 

10. How will you record information faithfully and accurately?  

• Interviews and focus groups will be audio recorded, transcribed, and then 
analysed with the help of a coding system. As for questionnaires, descriptive 
statistical analysis will be used. All data collection tools will be translated into 
Arabic by a certified translator who would agree to the confidentiality of the 
documents. These tools will be used for the students because of their low 
English language proficiency level, and for the teachers based on their 
preference. The interpreted documents will be shown to some colleagues who 
have good research experience and good command of the Arabic language to 
ensure the clarity and accurateness of the final product. 
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11. Any additional information: 

• As a former teacher in the researched context, some teachers might feel 
obliged to participate in this study as a favour to me. To avoid this, I will make 
sure to clarify to them when I invite them to take part in this study that the 
participation is a completely voluntary action, and that no negative 
consequences are involved if anyone refuses to participate. 

• I will be introduced to the participant students as a current PhD student to 
avoid any scepticism of my intention behind the research.  

• During my stay at the research context, I will not be attending the department 
meetings unless I am invited. This action will be taken to avoid the ethical issue 
of any potential emotional involvement in the researched context on my part 
(as a former teacher), and to avoid making any judgements on the other 
researched group (students) from the perceptions of their teachers without 
giving them the chance to comment on any responses. 

 
 
Student: 
 

Signature: Hanan 
Date: December, 20th, 2016 

Lead supervisor:  
 
 

Signature:  
Date: 20/12/2016 

Director of Studies: 
(Head of 
Department as lead 
supervisor is DoS) 

Signature:      
 
Date: 21.12.16 

 
A copy of this form to be placed in [1] the student file, and [2] an Ethics Approval File held by the 

Director of Studies.  The Director of Studies will report annually to the Department’s Research 

Committee on ethical issues of particular interest that have been raised during the year. 
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