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English for Specific Purposes has now become an established discipline in many higher 
education institutions and, as such, it has attracted the attention of many practitioners who 
need to deal with it on a professional level. Being an important programme to university 
curricula, it requires a deeper understanding of both the basic concepts and the new trends 
and directions applicable to its teaching. Therefore, the main concern of this research is 
twofold: on the one hand, it aims at reviewing briefly the evolution of the essential prin-
ciples of ESP from its modern origins in the early 1960s until the present day, and, on 
the other hand, at describing the current situation in the field, especially its methodology, 
focusing on identifying the best practices for teaching ESP and aligning them with the 
modern trends.
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1. Introduction
Teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has evolved significantly since its 

inception, being driven by the growing need to equip learners with specialized lan-
guage skills tailored to their professional, academic, and vocational settings. As glo-
bal communication becomes increasingly essential in diverse fields, ESP has emerged 
as a pivotal area of language education. Understanding the current trends, directions, 
and perspectives of ESP is crucial for educators, researchers, and policymakers aiming 
at enhancing the effectiveness and relevance of language instruction. Recent trends in 
ESP include the integration of technology, the development of more nuanced needs 
analyses, and the creation of highly contextualized and culturally sensitive materials. 
The directions in which ESP is heading involve greater interdisciplinarity, personal-
ized learning experiences, and a focus on outcome-based education. Perspectives on 
ESP highlight the importance of addressing the specific linguistic demands of various 
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professional sectors while fostering critical thinking and intercultural communication 
skills. By keeping pace with these developments, stakeholders can ensure that ESP pro-
grams remain dynamic, innovative, and aligned with the evolving needs of learners in 
an increasingly interconnected world. In essence, a thorough understanding of current 
trends, directions, and perspectives in ESP is essential for providing high-quality, rel-
evant, and effective language education that meets the specific needs of learners and 
prepares them for success in their respective professional domains.

2. Background
Since its emergence in the early 1960s, ESP has been a controversial issue due 

to several factors. One major argument is its deviation from traditional English lan-
guage teaching (ELT) methods. ESP focuses on the specific language needs of learners, 
in particular, professional, academic, or vocational contexts, which contrasts with the 
more generalist approach of traditional ELT. This specificity or specialization has led 
to debates about the role and scope of language education, with some educators ques-
tioning whether ESP limits learners’ overall language proficiency by concentrating too 
narrowly on specific vocabularies and contexts.

Another controversy revolves around the qualification and expertise required to 
teach ESP effectively. Who is better qualified to teach ESP, the English teaching profes-
sional or the content area professional? Unlike general ELT, ESP requires instructors 
to have not only linguistic proficiency, but also a deep understanding of the specific 
subject matter relevant to the learners’ fields. This interdisciplinary requirement poses 
challenges in terms of teacher training and curriculum development, leading to disputes 
over the adequacy of current teacher preparation programs and the feasibility of finding 
suitably qualified educators. Moreover, the rapid evolution of various professional fields 
adds to the controversy. ESP curricula must be continuously updated to reflect the latest 
developments and terminology in specific disciplines, which can be resource-intensive 
and logistically challenging. This dynamic nature of ESP raises questions about the 
sustainability and scalability of such specialized programs.

Finally, there are debates about the purpose of language education itself. Some re-
searchers argue that ESP, by focusing too much on pragmatic aspects of language learn-
ing, may neglect broader educational goals such as critical thinking, cultural awareness, 
and personal development. These concerns highlight the ongoing tension between prac-
tical language skills and holistic educational values, making ESP a subject of continu-
ous debate among educators and policymakers.

3. The Evolution of the Essential Principles of ESP
Analysing the evolution of ESP, one can notice that its development has constantly 

been led by the changes in approaches to language description and analysis and its 
influence on teaching materials. Since its very beginning, ESP has passed through five 
developmental stages according to Hutchinson and Waters (See Fig. 1), and this view 
is still supported by many researchers in the field. It should also be noted that there are 
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no distinct borderlines between the stages chronologically, and Hutchinson and Waters 
explain this fact by arguing that ‘ESP is not a monolithic universal phenomenon, but has 
developed at different speeds in different countries…’ [6, p.9].

A Brief Review of the Evolution of the Essential Principles of ESP
Origins  Present

S T A G E S
The 
learning-centred 
approach

approx.
1990-

Skills and 
strategies

approx.
1980

Target situation 
analysis

approx.
mid 1970-1980 

Rhetorical 
or discourse 
analysis

approx.  
1970-1980

Register analysis

approx.
1960-1970

L A N G U A G E   F O C U S
Sentence

viz. the hierarchy 
of structural 
units: phonemes, 
morphemes, 
phrases, clauses, 
and sentences.

Discourse

viz. the 
communicative 
value of the 
discourse.

Needs Analysis

viz. the 
communicative 
needs of the 
learners.

Reading and 
Listening Skills

This approach 
focuses not on the 
language itself 
but the thinking 
processes that 
underlie its use 
[ibidem, p.13].

Language 
learning

This approach 
focuses on ‘an 
understanding of 
the processes of 
language learning’ 
[ibidem, p.14]. 

R E S E A R C H   A N D   L A N G U A G E   C O N C E R N
- identify the lexical 
and grammatical 
features of 
professional 
registers;

- define general 
sentence-level 
characteristics of 
EST, which was 
the central focus of 
research then;

- develop specific 
language 
programmes based 
on findings.

- identify the 
organizational 
patterns in texts;

- specify the 
linguistic means by 
which the identified 
models were 
signalled;

- develop 
materials based 
on functions, such 
as descriptions 
of processes, 
instructions, 
devices, etc.

- identify the target 
situation;

- carry out an 
NA, i.e. perform a 
rigorous analysis 
of the linguistic 
characteristics 
of this situation 
in terms of its 
communicative 
purpose, setting, 
type of interaction, 
etc.;

- establish the 
communicative 
needs and 
their forms of 
realisation.

- identify the skills 
and strategies 
the learners use 
to acquire the 
language they 
need;

- identify the 
interpretative 
strategies that 
could help the 
learners understand 
the meaning from 
external forms, like 
schemes, tables, 
context, etc.

- identify and 
measure learners’ 
level of knowledge;

- identify learners’ 
interest in the 
material presented;

- identify the 
ways learners 
store and retrieve 
information.

Fig. 1
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Lesiak-Bielawska comes up with three additional innovative approaches to English 
for Specific Purposes that correspond to successive stages of its evolution and provide 
different perspectives on language description and analysis. These approaches are: 

1.	 The deep-end strategy approach, also known as the activity-based approach; 
2.	 The genre analysis approach; and 
3.	 The content-based approach [7, p.27].

Dudley-Evans and St John note that, ‘there is currently no dominating movement in 
ESP’ as there was with the stages identified in its development, but ‘there is now accept-
ance of many different approaches and a willingness to mix different types of material 
and methodologies’ [4, p.30]. According to Paltridge and Starfield, ‘Researchers in the 
area of ESP have moved from the view that ESP teaching is fundamentally the same no 
matter the context (Hutchinson and Waters 1987) to the view that each ESP situation 
needs to be examined in its own terms (Cheng 2011; Swales 1985). The social context 
of each ESP class is specific, as are the learning goals and objectives, the choice of 
materials and activities, the methodologies that are appropriate to the learners and their 
learning, as well as the ways in which the learning will be assessed (Cheng 2011). The 
use of language is also specific to the particular genres that the students need to be able 
to participate in (Hyland 2011), as are the “perceived needs and imagined futures” of 
our learners (Belcher 2006: 133) [8, p.323].

Therefore, as we can see, most of the approaches adopted within the ESP devel-
opment time frame are currently being practised. Register Analysis, for instance, has 
gained an important position in ESP due to the advent of computer-based corpora which 
have become an indispensable tool for quantitative data analysis. Another approach 
that has also assumed an important position in ESP and has become an extremely use-
ful tool of analysis, according to Dudley-Evans and St John is Genre Analysis [ibi-
dem, p.31]. The analysis of written and spoken texts gave rise to the genre-analysis 
approach in the early 1980s, but its popularity has started growing since the 1990s when 
John Swales published his monumental work Genre Analysis. This approach to ESP is 
widely favoured by researchers and practitioners today. However, as noted by Dudley-
Evans and St John, ‘it would be wrong to think of genre analysis as a new movement 
in ESP’ [ibidem, p.31]. Similarly, it is important to acknowledge that the approaches of 
Content-Based Instruction (CBI), Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL), 
and English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) are perceived as innovative methods 
for language learning, each designed for specific educational purposes. Citing Lesiak-
Bielawska ‘considering the today’s field of ESP, one can observe that it is considerably 
eclectic and pluralistic in terms of represented research paradigms, underlying theories, 
adopted teaching methodology, and classroom practices’ [7, p.27].

4. Current trends, directions, and perspectives on teaching ESP
Each stage in the evolution of ESP brought about various approaches, changes and 

assumptions related to language description and analysis as well as the nature of lan-
guage teaching and learning. These approaches, changes and descriptions have greatly 
influenced the selection and production of teaching materials and the ways these materi-
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als are presented to learners. Even if they developed in different forms and on different 
scale, they complement each other and contribute to the further development of ESP. 
Today, there are several trends, directions, and perspectives on ESP teaching that ESP 
educators can follow to ensure that their courses are effective and relevant to their stu-
dents’ needs. (See Fig. 2) 

Fig. 2

This graphic highlights key trends and directions in ESP teaching, including task-
based learning, content-based learning, and technology-enhanced learning. It also em-
phasizes the importance of needs analysis, collaborative learning, authentic materials, 
and fostering critical thinking skills. These elements reflect the evolving landscape of 
ESP, aiming to provide more relevant, engaging, and effective language instruction tai-
lored to the specific needs of learners.

1. Task-Based Learning. Task-based learning has gained significant popularity 
in ESP classrooms due to its focus on designing activities and tasks that closely mirror 
real-world language use and situations, such as writing a report or delivering a presenta-
tion. This approach actively engages learners in working on real-life tasks relevant to 
their field of study or profession, ultimately helping them develop the necessary lan-
guage skills to excel in these tasks.
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2. Content-based instruction. Content-based instruction entails teaching language 
through subject-specific content, such as business, medicine, or engineering. In this ap-
proach, ESP teachers are shifting away from traditional language-focused instruction 
and embracing a content-based approach. Through this method, students can gain the 
language proficiency required to effectively communicate within their specific fields. 
Additionally, it encourages the development of both language skills and a deep under-
standing of their chosen field or profession.

3. Technology-enhanced learning. This approach brings about the use of technol-
ogy to enhance the learning experience, including the use of online resources, virtual 
classrooms, and multimedia materials. Technology serves as a powerful tool in ESP 
teaching, providing students with access to authentic materials and resources, foster-
ing collaboration, and offering valuable feedback and support from their teachers. As 
technology continues to advance, ESP instructors are integrating various digital tools 
and resources into their teaching methods, such as online platforms, virtual reality, and 
gamification, to create engaging and interactive learning experiences.

4. Needs analysis. In the realm of ESP teaching, the process of conducting a com-
prehensive needs analysis holds significant importance. ESP instructors are increas-
ingly delving into needs analysis to identify the precise language requirements of their 
students. This enables them to tailor the course content and materials to specifically ad-
dress these needs, as well as cater to the language demands prevalent in their students’ 
respective fields or professions.

5. Collaborative learning. In collaborative learning, students actively participate 
in group activities to complete tasks and solve problems. This approach fosters the de-
velopment of essential communication and teamwork skills, which are valuable across 
various professional domains.

6. Authentic materials. This approach unequivocally entails the use of authentic 
materials, such as articles, reports, case studies, and videos, to immerse students in real-
world language use and situations, thereby effectively teaching language in context. As 
a result, this method significantly empowers students to develop their language skills in 
a more realistic and meaningful manner.

7. Critical thinking. ESP educators are actively integrating thought-provoking ac-
tivities into their courses to develop students’ abilities to analyse and solve problems 
effectively. This focus on critical thinking is particularly vital in fields like business and 
law, where complex decision-making and problem-solving skills are indispensable.

8. Collaboration with subject matter experts. It is imperative to collaborate with 
experts in the learners’ fields to guarantee the accuracy and relevance of instructional 
materials. Subject matter experts offer indispensable insights into the specific language 
and communication skills needed in the field, unequivocally enhancing the quality of 
the learning materials.

9. Reflective teaching perspective. Teachers must consistently assess and adapt 
their teaching methods based on feedback from students and their own reflections. This 
ongoing process is essential for improving the effectiveness of the instruction. These 
perspectives underscore the multifaceted nature of ESP instruction and the critical im-
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portance of tailoring the teaching approach to meet the specific needs of learners in their 
respective fields.

In today’s interconnected world, English has become the universal language of 
communication. As a result, ESP educators are placing a strong emphasis on the teach-
ing of global English. This approach encompasses not only language proficiency, but 
also the development of essential skills for effective communication across diverse cul-
tural and social contexts. Moreover, there is a deliberate focus on equipping students 
with the ability to navigate and understand the intricacies of intercultural communica-
tion. This includes recognizing and respecting cultural differences in communication 
styles, a crucial skill for individuals preparing for careers in multicultural and global 
environments. Lastly, it is essential for educators in the field of ESP to remain abreast of 
the latest trends and advancements in their area of expertise. Engaging in professional 
development opportunities, such as actively participating in conferences, attending we-
binars, and taking part in workshops, can empower teachers to enhance their teaching 
skills and remain current with the most effective practices in ESP teaching.

5. Conclusion
English for Specific Purposes, as it has already been acknowledged, tailors lan-

guage instruction to the specific needs of learners in various professional, academic, or 
vocational contexts, making it more relevant and effective than general English courses. 
By keeping abreast of the latest trends, educators can adopt innovative methodologies, 
incorporate advanced technologies, and apply the most effective pedagogical strate-
gies. This ensures that ESP courses remain dynamic and aligned with the evolving 
demands of specific fields, such as business, medicine, engineering, IT, or law. Addi-
tionally, understanding the current perspectives on ESP helps in addressing the diverse 
needs of learners, enhancing their motivation and engagement. It enables instructors to 
develop materials and curricula that are contextually appropriate and culturally sensi-
tive, thereby improving learning outcomes. Moreover, analysing the directions in which 
ESP is heading can inform policy-making and curriculum development at institutional 
and governmental levels, ensuring that educational programs are responsive to the glo-
balized workforce’s requirements. Finally, keeping up with the latest research and de-
velopments in ESP fosters a community of practice among educators, facilitating the 
sharing of best practices and collaborative efforts to advance the field. 
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