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Foreword

Welcome to the December 2011 issue of The Asian ESP Journal!

We are very pleased to publish six selected papers that have examined a range of

ESP-related topics ranging from vocabulary comprehension and learning (Tzung-yu

Cheng), the relation between raters’ knowledge and training and their rating of

English speaking proficiency (Sutas Dejkunjorn and Kanchana Prapphal), business

word list (Wenhua Hsu), appraisal and thematic patterning in the centrality claim

section of research articles (Alireza Jalilifar), and two papers on needs analysis

(Fakhrosadat Sajadi and Maryam Oghabi; Mohammad Zohrabi).

A range of methodologies were adopted in the research studies reported in the six

papers, including tests, surveys, and corpus linguistic methods.  I hope you will

enjoy reading the papers that report on ESP studies conducted in various countries and

cities in Asia and recommend the papers to your colleagues and students to further

disseminate the findings and enhance the impact of the research studies. Last but not

least, I would like to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt gratitude to the

professional contribution of our Associate Editors and Academic Editors* whose

quality review work has made the current issue possible. I also wish to thank our

proof readers for their great work!

May I wish you all a happy and successful 2012!

Chief Editor

Asian ESP Journal

Winnie Cheng

The Hong Kong Polytechnic University

egwcheng@polyu.edu.hk

* Details about our Associate Editors, Academic Editors and proof readers can be found on

http://www.asian-esp-journal.com/asian-esp-journal-beta/index.php?option=com_content&view=articl

e&id=90&Itemid=53.
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The Ability of Taiwanese High-achieving University Freshmen to

Comprehend Fundamental English Science Vocabulary

Tzung-yu Cheng

China Medical University, Taiwan

Biodata

Tzung-yu Cheng is an associate professor at China Medical University in Taiwan

where he teaches courses in critical reading and academic reading. His current

research interest includes content area reading, reading assessment, and the sociology

of language learning and teaching.

Abstract

The study investigated the extent of knowledge of fundamental English science

vocabulary of a group of high-achieving Taiwanese university students. The

participants, 35 medical school freshmen, took three tests each comprised of 50

science words developed by using the words and concepts appearing in the science

and health textbooks respectively for American third-grade, fourth-grade, and

fifth-grade pupils. The respective means, computed from the total words known times

2 points, was found to be 43.14 for Grade 3, 24.68 for Grade 4, and 23.60 for Grade

5. Despite the fact that the sample groups represented academic high-achievers, the

results showed that most of the participants do not know the English science words

beyond the third-grade level. The findings reveal that preparing Taiwanese high
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school graduates for reading to learn from university texts in English is not a focal

concern in EFL instruction. The study suggests that English for Specific Purposes

(ESP) should be regarded as one of the potential solutions to maximize Taiwanese

students’ ability to read science texts in English.

Keywords: ESP, science vocabulary, science reading, EFL

1. Introduction

The demands of keeping up with the dynamic pace of globalization have led the

Taiwanese academia to adopt the practice of requiring their students to study scholarly

works in English. Yet, before attending university, Taiwanese students are prepared

for learning from subject area texts entirely in Mandarin Chinese. As instructions in

English represent only a small fraction of the different varieties of courses in

Taiwanese grade schools, the effectiveness of the increasingly popular practice of

teaching university courses entirely in English requires some form of validation.

This study is part of a series of research projects to examine the reading ability

of Taiwanese university students in English, in light of a general goal of delineating

their problems and difficulties in learning from discipline-specific texts in English. In

this paper we firstly present the context of the issue, followed by a review of the

relevant research, and finally the study. The study may be of interest to professionals

in ESP or countries where students are facing the need to learn a new language while

simultaneously being required to comprehend texts in that language in order to

succeed academically, and where teachers are often bilingual and using texts written

in their second or foreign language.
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1.1 The Context

The academic world of Mainland China and Taiwan as well as other Asian nations

has favored the practice of studying scholarly works and publishing papers in

internationally refereed journals in English (Li, 2002). Passing the test of English as a

Foreign Language (TOEFL) or other English proficiency tests has also become a part

of the basic requirements for graduation from Taiwanese universities. Paradoxically,

placing such a high value on English in higher education has not successfully led to

learners’ competence in the English language. In the BBC News (Gluck, 2007),

Taiwan ranked 17th in 2006 among the top 20 Asian countries which had the highest

number of people taking the International English Language Testing System

(IELTS). Subsequently, Hu (2008) reported in the Taiwanese Liberty Times that

Taiwan ranked last among Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore in the Test of English as

a Foreign Language (TOEFL-iBT) administered in 2007.

Over the past five years, universities in Taiwan have proposed to teach content

courses entirely in English as evidence of “campus globalization and academic

excellence” (Chen, Hu & Liu, 2008; Hu, Chen & Liu, 2008). Many universities,

regardless of ranking, are eager to adopt this policy. In the fall of 2008, some

top-ranked universities, such as National Taiwan University, announced that the

courses instructed entirely in English had reached 10%. Yet, experts in TEFL have

disclosed that it is common to hear teachers and students communicate in awkward

English with English sentences fraught with Chinese syntax (Cheng, 2010; Hu, Chen

& Liu, 2008). The students’ responses, on the other hand, vary significantly as well:

some favor the courses as they believe it is a way to improve English, whereas others

express frustration because they could not understand the English used in these

courses (Chen, Hu, & Liu, 2008; Cheng, 2010; Hu, Chen & Liu, 2008). As Cummins
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and Man (2007, p. 801, cited in Lessard-Clouston, 2009) pointed out, “as academic

language proficiency includes knowledge of the less frequent vocabulary of English

as well as the ability to interpret and produce increasingly complex written and oral

language, acquiring academic language is challenging for all students.” The

effectiveness of learning from the university discipline-specific texts in English in the

Taiwanese EFL context remains inconclusive and awaits intensive empirical research.

Studies on how Taiwanese university students read discipline-specific texts in

English indicate that much of their reading time has been taken up by checking words

in the dictionary and recording their Chinese equivalents (Cheng, 1993). Further

research on English reading difficulties encountered by the doctoral and graduate

students at public universities in Taiwan found that about 88% of the students

experienced great comprehension difficulties in both the English lexis and syntax of

the scholarly works that they were attempting to read (Yiau, 1993). Cheng (2010)

used the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests to evaluate Taiwanese university students’

reading grade equivalents. In the study, Cheng administered the Fourth Edition, Level

7/9, Form S of the GMRT to two groups of university freshmen in Taiwan, each

representing the upper 1.76% and approximately the upper 25% among the Taiwanese

university freshmen who majored in sciences and engineering, respectively. The

results indicated that 77.67% of the 94 participants in the upper 1.76% group scored

below Grade 10 and 82.35% of the 153 participants in the next upper 25% group

scored below Grade 7.

As Thompson (2003) stated, ESL and EFL students face numerous challenges

in understanding the lectures typical of English-medium university studies, including

learning general academic vocabulary (Nurweni & Read, 1999) and mastering the

specialized or technical vocabulary of their academic disciplines (Coxhead & Nation,
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2001; Lessard-Clouston, 2006, 2008, 2009). All disciplines draw on a specialized

lexis (Hyland & Tse, 2007). As vocabulary appears to be the basic aspect in

understanding a text, EFL/ESL students preparing for university level studies need

adequate vocabulary if they are to understand their course textbooks (Konstantakis,

2007). Accordingly, this study advocates the testing of Taiwanese university students

to measure their knowledge of basic English science terms and concepts. The results

would give insights into the problems that Taiwanese university students encounter

when reading discipline-specific textbooks. The results would also offer positive

insights for English remedial classes in their design of courses.

2. Literature review

Research into vocabulary acquisition and use has divided vocabulary into four levels

(Coxhead, 2006; Nation, 2001), as follows:

1. General or high frequency

2. Academic vocabulary

3. Technical vocabulary or words for specific purposes

4. Low frequency words

However, Chung and Nation (2003) pointed out that there has been little agreement

over the definition of technical vocabulary and how to count it reliably. To help

learners notice and learn technical vocabulary, a four-step scale was devised using

anatomy texts as an example to illustrate the classification of words as being technical

or non-technical. Table 1 displays the scale adapted from Chung and Nation (2003,

p.105).

Table 1: A rating scale for finding technical words (as applied to an anatomy text)
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Step 1: Words such as function words that have a meaning that has no particular

relationship with the field of anatomy; that is, words independent of the subject

matter. Examples are: the, is, between, it, by, adjacent, common, commonly.

Step 2: Words that have a meaning that is minimally related to the field of anatomy

in that they describe the positions, movements, or features of the body. Examples

are: superior, part, forms, pairs, structures, surrounds, supports, associated.

Step 3: Words that have a meaning closely related to the field of anatomy. They

refer to parts, structures or functions of the body. The words are also used in general

language. The words may have some restrictions of usage depending on the subject

field. Examples are: chest, trunk, cage, cavity, organs, liver, abdominal.

Step 4: Words that have a meaning specific to the field of anatomy and have clear

restrictions of usage depending on the subject field. The words are not likely to be

known in general language; they may be also known in other fields but with a

technical flavor. Examples are: thorax, sternum, vertebrae, pectoral, fascia, trachea,

mammary.

Chung and Nation (2003, p.105) add that “words in Step 3 may be technical

terms in a specific field like anatomy and yet may occur in other fields and not be

technical terms in those fields.” They further commented that words like thorax and

mammary in Step 4 may be known in other fields but thought of as being anatomical

terms. According to this rating scale, the word “sound”, for example, belongs to words

in Step 3 and may appear as follows:

1. “the noise made by nature or people” (in physics);

2. “a sea or ocean inlet larger than a bay or a narrow sea channel between two

bodies of land” as in Long Island Sound (in geography);

3. “to make noise” (as a verb); and



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

11

4. “perfect” or “sturdy” (as an adjective).

There have been various tracks of research into general, academic and technical

words. Nurweni and Read (1999), for example, conducted a study on how many

words the freshmen of an Indonesian university knew. The results showed that the

subjects knew only 240 out of the 800 words in the University Word List’s (UWL)

(Xue and Nation, 1984). To delineate the general English vocabulary grade

equivalents of Taiwanese university students, Cheng (2009) administered the

vocabulary subtest of the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests (GMRT), Level 7/9 Form

S, to 209 freshmen who represented the upper 3.14% among the Taiwanese university

freshmen majoring in sciences and engineering. The results showed the following

grade distribution by percentage: Grade 4 - 3.35%, Grade 5 - 15.31%, Grade 6 -

31.11%, Grade 7 - 22.96%, Grade 8 - 20.09%, Grade 9 - 4.30%, Grade 10 -1.44%,

Grade 11 - 0.48%, Grade 12 - 0.48%, and Grade PHS (post high school) - 0.48%.

West (1953) developed a General Service List (GSL) which contains 2,000

headwords chosen mainly on the basis of frequency. Coxhead (2000) devised an

Academic Word List (AWL) of 570 headwords from the Academic Corpus of 3.5

million words which consists of textbooks in Art, Commerce, Law and

Science. Nation (2004) reduced West's 2,000 headwords to 1,986 after conducting a

validation study to ascertain the validity of the GSL and the AWL. Thus, headwords

from both lists make up a total of 2,556 word families. The two lists comprise 86.1%

when tested on the whole Academic Corpus (Coxhead, 2000).

Nation (2004) also reported his findings when testing the GSL and the AWL on

four other corpora. The two lists combined provided coverage of 85.5% to 91.4%. In

science-based written academic English, Coxhead and Hirsh (2007) reported coverage
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of 80% over a corpus of approximately 875,000 words. They conducted further

corpus-based studies of the vocabulary in academic science textbooks to establish

whether there is a science-specific vocabulary containing words outside of these two

major lists. They found 318 such word families covering 4% of a science-specific

corpus of 1.5 million words.

Fry (1993) listed from American school subject area textbooks the technical

terms he believed basic and essential to the study of life science, physical science,

geometry, mathematics, social studies and geography. The life science word list for

grade four through nine encompasses 226 terms such as dendrite, reflex and skeletal

muscle. The physical science vocabulary list is made up of 231 terms for grades four

through high school. Examples are absolute zero, diode and hologram. The geometry

list for grades three through nine consists of 163 terms. Examples include acute

triangle, coordinate plane and tangent. In mathematics, Fry listed 150 terms such as

decimal, equation and median for primary grades and 221 terms like binary operation,

natural number and sine for grades four through eight. The social studies word list

contains 165 terms such as peasant, slum and union for grades three through five;

while for secondary grades the list includes 296 terms with legislature branch, poll

tax and public domain as some of the examples. Contour, fiord and flood plain are the

examples among 284 terms listed from middle grade geography textbooks. The

problem of Fry’s (1993) word lists is that each list covers many grades at a time; for

instance, the life science list covers grades four through nine. With the words

alphabetized, it is very difficult for the readers to see which words are appropriate for

lower grade levels.

There has been some research into the effects of listening on technical

vocabulary learning. In France, Kelly (1991) documented that the main obstacle to
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advanced EFL learners’ listening comprehension in a science faculty was “lexical

ignorance.” Lexical problems account for almost half of all errors, while perceptual

ones represented 38.5% and syntactical ones just 13%. In Spain, Vidal (2003) found

that listening to videotaped tourism lectures produced a significant gain in the

vocabulary learning of her first-year university ESP students. Vidal’s study showed

that students’ test performance was much better with technical vocabulary than with

low-frequency and general academic terms.

Some research has investigated university professors’ use of definitions of

various types of words in science (Flowerdew, 1992; Jackson & Bilton 1994).

Flowerdew (1992) examined all of the definitions in eight teachers’ randomly selected

videotaped lectures for EFL students in science classes. The study documented 315

definitions in about 605 minutes of lectures, with on average 20 per lecture. The

results revealed that definitions were common but there was considerable variation.

The characteristics of definitions are likely to vary according to subject matter and

audience. In another study dealing with vocabulary in geology lectures in an Omani

university, Jackson and Bilton (1994) investigated “elaboration” or the use of a base

word or phrase followed by one or more different ways of expressing it. The results

revealed that on average the frequency of vocabulary elaboration was about one per

minute. The elaborations dealt mostly with technical (55.8%) or semi-technical

(10.6%) terms, and half of the elaborations they found were some forms of definition.

The lecturers often wrote on the board or referred to lecture handouts as they were

giving specific elaboration, most often their vocabulary explanations were not

highlighted phonologically or verbally. Yet, in a case study investigating if

professors’ use of definitions varied between science and theology, Lessard-Clouston

(2009) found that several different types and categories of definitions were used in the
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theology lectures he attended, and “it was not unusual for there to be some written or

visual support – in lecture outlines, on handouts, on the class white board – for these

terms or phases as they were being defined orally” (p.16).

For ESL/EFL university students in a range of disciplines, general academic

and technical vocabulary is crucial to their understanding of and socialization into

their domains (Lessard-Clouston, 2009). In native English settings, professionals also

highly value the comprehension of scientific and technical terms regarding a student’s

ability to read and learn from texts. Singer and Donlan (1989) state that the general

English reading books do not as a rule contain scientific and technical terms. A

student may have good general reading skills, but still have difficulty in reading

materials in a specific field of study. The common type of specialized words with

technical meanings and abstract concepts often appear in science textbooks in physics,

chemistry, astronomy, technology, health and biology. These are quite diverse, if

sometimes overlapping, fields. Each has its own special lexis and concepts (Dechant

& Smith, 1961, Singer & Donlan, 1989). Such scientific or specialized vocabulary has

to be taught (Coxhead, 2006; Nation, 2008; Singer & Donlan, 1989).

As the review has revealed, however, there has been no research to date on the

comprehension and knowledge of basic science technical terms in the ESL and the

EFL contexts. The existing data have documented that EFL university students are

deficient in both general and academic words (Cheng, 2009; Nurweni & Read, 1999).

Despite the fact that university professors often use definitions to clarify various types

of words in lectures (Flowerdew, 1992; Jackson & Bilton 1994; Lessard-Clouston,

2009), no research documents whether or not professors have a clear picture of their

ESL/EFL students’ knowledge of basic technical terms. With the lack of this

knowledge, coupled with ESL/EFL students’ poor command of general and academic
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words, university professors might not adequately present what their students actually

need while lecturing. In addition, poor command of general and academic words

decreases an ESL/EFL student’s comprehension of the lectures even if the professors

define the technical terms contained in their lectures. Given these circumstances, this

study devised an approach, utilizing a group of Taiwanese EFL university students, to

explore the following question: Using the grade levels in the American school system

as indicators, at which grades are Taiwanese high school graduates most likely or

unlikely to comprehend scientific terms in English?

By using science terms as a measuring rod, the author of this study subscribes

to the rationale that grade level words provide insights into what students read and

comprehend. As other researchers have established, grasp of lexical meanings is the

strongest factor in reading comprehension (Chall & Stahl, 1985). Word meaning

scores are so highly correlated with reading comprehension scores that a reading

vocabulary test may be substituted for a paragraph meaning test (Chall, 1987).

3. Methodology

The study employed the concept of grade equivalents (GE). Grade equivalents are

based on the average scores earned by students in each of a series of grades and are

expressed in years and months (Lipson & Wixson, 1991). They are often found in

norm-referenced group survey tests, such as Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests (GMRT)

(MacGinitie, MacGinitie, Maria, & Dreyer, 2002), criterion-referenced tests (Slossen,

1988), and Informal Reading Inventory (IRI) (Burns & Roe, 1989). For instance, in an

IRI, a representative passage of 200 to 500 words, depending on grade level, is

selected to represent each of the grade levels from primary to the 12th grade. After the
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test has been administered, the IRI criterion is then checked to match the grade with

the test taker’s three levels of reading ability: independent, instructional and

frustration level (Burns & Roe, 1989).

3.1 Definition of Terms

In this study, the fundamental science vocabulary was defined as those science words

and concepts the students in English as a native tongue setting have learned or

acquired at the elementary school. The science vocabulary may contain concepts

which may consist of one or more than one lexical item. In this study, the fundamental

science vocabulary was selected from the words and concepts that are alphabetized in

the Glossary of the graded series of science and health textbooks for American pupils

at Grades 3, 4 and 5.

The science vocabulary was selected from Discover the Wonder, an elementary

school science textbook series published by Scott, Foresmen and Company in 1993.

The third-grade textbook consists of six topics on Habitats, Gardening, Finding

Shelter, Moving, Sounds All Around, and Protecting the Earth. The fourth-grade and

the fifth-grade textbooks contain the same topics on Taking a Closer Look, Pedaling

Uphill, Fun in Motion, Running on Sunlight, Electricity, and Living off the Land. The

following is an example of the text (the highlighted words appear in the Glossary):

Water that becomes a gas is called water vapor. Water vapor

disappears into the air. You can’t see it or touch it. Some water vapor

stay near the ground and some move high into the air. (Grade 3, p.

A34)

The health vocabulary was chosen from Health for Life, a series also published

by Scott, Foresmen and Company in 1987. Across the three grades, the textbooks deal

with the same topics on Understanding Yourself, Your Body, Physical Fitness,
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Knowing How to Be Safe, Foods and Your Body, Medicines and Other Drugs,

Preventing Diseases, and Working for a Healthy Community. An example of the text

is as follows (the highlighted words appear in the Glossary):

When you breathe in, air goes from your nose to your throat and down

your windpipe, or trachea. This tube splits into two large branches, the

bronchial tubes. One branch goes into each lung … (Grade 5, p. 90)

In the data analysis, knowing the words or words known refers to the

English science words comprehended by the participants. According to Miller

(1999) and Richards (1985), “Knowing a word” may involve several skills, e.g.

the ability to define it, the ability to recognize situations for using it, knowledge

of its alternative meanings, and the ability to recognize inappropriate uses of the

word. In this study, however, knowing a word refers to the recognition of word

form and meaning.

3.2 Participants

The study involved 35 medical school freshmen selected from the Department of

Medicine of a prestigious medical university in Taiwan. The department is among the

top 11 university departments in Taiwan; it only accepts the top 1.00% of the high

school graduates and provides seven-year training leading to the Bachelor of

Medicine degree. The participants’ proficiency in English was determined by the

scores on the English segment of Taiwan’s National College Entrance Examination

held annually in July. The results of the English test were weighted on a scale of zero

to 100. The English scores of the participants averaged 87.60 (N=35, Range=80~97,

SD=4.995). As the English test is written by commissioned college professors about

ten days before the examination is held, no reliability or validity data of such tests
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have been established. The national mean of the English examination fluctuates from

year to year. Table 2, therefore, intends to give an indication of how these participants

compare with their peers in reading ability in English (CEEC, 2009).

Table 2: National English Mean of Taiwan’s National College Entrance Examination

Examinees Mean Mean of Top 1/3 Examinees

2003 119,785 39.9 69

2004 111,494 31.2 55

2005 108,116 37.0 65

2006 104,505 33.9 63

2007 95,106 31.1 57

2008 93,681 42.6 73

As large-scale studies are impossible at present, the study uses only

high-achieving students. The results are intended to help estimate how much

knowledge of basic English science vocabulary most Taiwanese university freshmen

currently demonstrate to serve as a form of baseline study for future studies that may

involve larger groups of participants or groups with lower proficiency scores. In order

to conform to ethical standards, the participants were told about the purposes of the

tests. At the beginning, 43 students participated, and near the end, 8 students

expressed their unwillingness to continue.

3.3 Grade Selection

In selecting the starting and the ending grades, the researcher made five copies of the

glossary from Grades 1 to 6 texts in Science and Health. Five freshmen from the

original 43 students were invited to judge the level of difficulties of each copy over a
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two-week period. The raters unanimously reported that Grade 1 and Grade 2 were

easy for them; while Grade 6 was considered quite difficult. Ratings on Grade 3,

Grade 4 and Grade 5 ranged from difficult to not difficult. The words appearing in

Grade 3, Grade 4, and Grade 5 were then selected for this study.

3.4 Instruments

Based on the four-step rating scale adapted from Chung and Nation (2003), the words

among the glossaries consist of both Steps 3 and 4 words. Moreover, the glossaries

contain some acronyms. To avoid confusing the participants when answering the tests,

the researcher worked with two university English teachers to either retain or remove

some acronyms and Step 3 words. The following steps were taken:

1. Acronyms: In the graded textbooks, EPA, DNA, CFC, DDT, HDTV, NASA,

and PFD were the acronyms; however, only DDT, DNA and NASA were

retained as they were more common in popular science repertoires.

2. Words whose technical and non-technical meanings are equally salient and

could be known instantly were removed. Examples are: power and force.

3. Words whose technical meanings are more often stressed than non-technical

meanings in Taiwanese EFL classrooms were retained. Examples include

gravity (associated with Newtonian physics) and marrow (associated with

bones). Also retained were words whose non-technical meanings are more

frequently taught in Taiwanese EFL classrooms, but whose technical

meanings were believed to offer an insight into how extensively the students

read science in English. One example is crown. To make the words specific,

the researcher included under each word in the booklets one of the terms in

Mandarin: health, earth science, and physics.

4. In the graded textbooks, the words that appear in a lower grade textbook
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commonly reappear in higher grade texts. The repetition provides a clue that

the word is technical (Chung & Nation, 2003). The researcher then

categorized the word in the grade in which it is first used. The words in the

different grade levels of Science and Health tally as follows: 1) Science:

Grade 3, 80 words; Grade 4, 105 words; and Grade 5, 155 words; and 2)

Health: Grade 3, 24 words; Grade 4, 41 words; and Grade 5, 43 words.

5. The researcher then combined Science and Health under the category:

Science. The total number of words from the three grade levels was 448; with

104 words at Grade 3, 146 words at Grade 4 and 198 words at Grade 5. To

avoid discouraging the participants due to exhaustion from taking long tests,

it was decided that 50 words be randomly picked out of each grade. The 150

words made up 33.48% of the pool, with 48.08% at Grade 3, 34.25% at

Grade 4 and 25.25% at Grade 5.

6. While interacting with a group of Taiwanese seventh grade students in their

Biology class, the researcher found that most could interpret the Mandarin

biology terms without context clues. For example, the students interpreted

freely when asked to interpret these unrelated Mandarin biology words:

xylem, ventricle, marrow, hemoglobin, chlorophyll, chromosome, amphibian,

mammal, membrane and budding. Due to their positive participation, context

clues were not provided for each of the science lexical items in this

study. The test booklet for each grade was an A4 sheet of paper with 50

words typed in two columns. Students were directed to answer each word by

providing its Mandarin equivalent or interpreting the word in either English

or Mandarin. Each correct answer was awarded 2 points.

3.5 Procedure
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The tests were administered in a regular freshman English class over three

consecutive weeks in the first month after the participants had entered university. In a

period of 50 minutes, the participants responded to the words in each grade over the

three weeks. Students were encouraged to try their best to provide answers in

Mandarin or interpret in either Mandarin or English.

3.6 Grading

Two university English teachers were invited to grade the measures in a three-week

period. The answer keys consisted of two versions: answers in English which was a

direct copy from the definition in the Glossary and Mandarin equivalents in traditional

Chinese characters in which acceptable variations in the answer were also given to

guide the raters. For example, the answer key to gravity consisted of five expressions:

zhong li, yin li, dixin yin li, wan you yin li and dixin xili. Another example is

endangered, which means kuai yao jue zhong de, kuai yao mei zhong de and bin lin

jue zhong de, and jiang yiao jue zhong de. As there are many homonym characters in

Mandarin, miswritten characters and misused homonyms were counted correct if they

did not influence the raters’ comprehension.

Take endangered as an example of wrong or correct response; some participants

answered it without either the character de or yao. Since it did not interfere with the

comprehension of the raters, the response was counted correct. However, a couple of

participants answered it as bei wei ji de or bei wei hai de, which means “to jeopardize,

to hurt, or to bring into danger.” Responses such as those were counted incorrect. In

the third week, the researcher held discussion sessions focusing on discrepancies in

grading.

3.7 Data Analysis
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The SPSS for Windows Release 11.5.0 (SPSS, 2002) was used to organize and

analyze the data collected in the study. As the study used only one group of students

and three tests of different contents and difficulty were administered, three paired

samples t tests were conducted to examine whether there were significant differences

in the performance of the measures from Grade 3 to Grade 5. Next reported were the

rank-ordered percentages of the performances. These percentages provided a general

picture of the subjects’ ability to comprehend basic words in science. Finally,

correlation coefficients were computed to test whether the participants’ effort

deployed in completing the measures were random or consistent.

4. Results

4.1 Statistic Computations among Test Results across Grades

In this study, 2 points were awarded to each word known. Table 3 reports the

descriptive statistics of the performances at Grades 3, 4 and 5. The mean is 43.14 at

Grade 3; however, it plunges to 24.68 at Grade 4 and to 23.60 at Grade 5.

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics: Words Known × 2

Mean N Min.
Max.

Std. Deviation

Grade 3 43.14 35 30 66 8.93

Grade 4 24.68 35 10 52 9.73

Grade 5 23.60 35 10 42 8.70

To put forward possible significant differences in the performances at different

grade levels, three paired samples t tests were conducted. Significant differences were

found in the performance on the measures at Grades 3, 4 and 5, with a significant

difference between Grade 3 and Grade 4, t(34) = 17.16, p = 0.000, and a significant

difference between Grade 3 and Grade 5, t(34) = 20.28, p = 0.000. No difference,
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however, was observed between Grade 4 and Grade 5, t(34) = 0.88, p = 0.381. The

results indicate that the participants performed significantly better on the test at Grade

3 than they did at Grade 4 and Grade 5. Table 4 displays the results.

Table 4: Paired Samples t-Tests for Science Terms

Mean Std. Deviation t df Sig.

Pair 1 G3 - G4 18.45 6.36 17.16 34 .000

Pair 2 G3 - G5 19.54 5.70 20.28 34 .000

Pair 3 G4 - G5 1.08 7.23 0.88 34 .381

4.2 Percentage of Words Known

Students’ performance on the individual words are reported by the accumulated

percentage of each word known. This formula was employed to tally the percentage:

the number of participants who knew the word correctly divided by the total number

of participants. With this formula, a percentage of 100% indicates that all participants

knew the individual words; while a percentage of 0.0% signifies that none of the

participants knew any of the words. Table 5 displays the science words all participants

know (or 100%) by grade. At Grade 3, for instance, all participants comprehend 11

words (22%); however, this number decreases to 4 words (8%) at both Grade 4 and

Grade 5.

Table 5: Science Words All Participants Know × Grade

Grade Words All Participants Know

Grade 3 bacteria, blood vessel, calcium, membrane, photosynthesis, protein, seed

coat, side effect, tissue (health), virus, volume (physics)

Grade 4 ecosystem, gravity, Homo sapiens, molecule
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Grade 5 atomic number, chemical bond, enzyme, organelle

As a contrast, Table 6 displays the lowest percent, 0%, which is also an

indication of a word that none of the participants knows. For example, at Grade 3, the

entire cohort of participants does not know 8 words (16%). This number, however,

increases to 12 words (24%) at Grade 4, and to 15 words (30%) at Grade 5. The

percentages of the rest of the science words the participants know are listed in the

appendix.

Table 6: Science Words No Participants Know × Grade

Grade Words No Participants Know

Grade 3 bran, convection, crown (health), enamel, humus, loam, pasteurize, sleet

Grade 4 anemometer, bicuspid, capillary, lithosphere, mantle (earth science),

molar, orthodontist, plankton, scurvy, seismograph, solstice, weathering

Grade 5 astigmatism, bronchial tubes, dendrite, diaphragm, emphysema,

esophagus, geode, hydroponics, inertia, iris (health), legume, pituitary

gland, pyrethrum, stamen, ventricle

4.3 Correlations among Test Results across Grades

Pearson r was employed to compute the correlation coefficients among the test results

among grades. The results show significant correlations in the performance on the

tests across Grades 3, 4, and 5, with a correlation of r = 0.771 between Grades 3 and 4,

an r of 0.791 between Grades 3 and 5, and an r of 0.698 between Grades 4 and 5. The

results suggest that the performance of the participants on the measures is consistent.

Table 7 displays the data.
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Table 7: Paired Samples Correlations

Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5

Grade 3 Pearson r 1 .771 .791

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 .000

Grade 4 Pearson r .771 1 .698

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . .000

Grade 5 Pearson r .791 .698 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .

5. Discussion

The study endeavors to provide answers to the research question: Using the grade

levels in the American school system as an indicator, at which grades are Taiwanese

high school graduates most likely or unlikely to comprehend the words and concepts

in science written in the English language? In this study, if the mastery level was set

at 85% as a criterion-referenced mastery test does (Gronlund, 1982), the percentages

of words known by the entire cohort of participants across the three grades are very

low: Grade 3, 28%; Grade 4, 12%; and Grade 5, 12%. In addition, the highest score

the participants achieved was only 66, at Grade 3. At Grade 4, the highest score was

52 while at Grade 5 it was 42. Similarly, the group means were very low: Grade 3,
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43.14; Grade 4, 24.68 and Grade 5, 23.60. Among the 150 science words tested, the

entire participant cohort did not know 35 words or 23.33%.

A closer look at the science vocabulary that all participants know, words such

as bacteria, blood vessel, calcium, ecosystem, gravity, Homo sapiens, membrane,

molecule, photosynthesis, protein, side effect, tissue, virus, volume, proton and sperm

are likely to be the words that appear in general English readers introducing science or

technologies to EFL students. In addition, through checking the tenth-grade Biology

textbook published in 2008 by Han Lin Publishing Co., Ltd., in Taiwan, the

researcher found that every key science word in English is placed in brackets

following their Mandarin equivalents in the science textbook written in Mandarin.

Some examples are chromosome, organelle and photosynthesis. In the middle school

science textbooks, however, the English equivalents of the Mandarin science terms

never appear in the textbooks or in the appendix. Nevertheless, the researcher

observed that in an eighth-grade science class, the teacher introduced and wrote on the

board the English equivalents of the Mandarin terms, namely density, mass and

volume which are the key concepts in the chapter. More interestingly, in a

seventh-grade biology class, students preferred using the English term DNA over its

Mandarin equivalent which contains six characters: qu yang he tang he suan. This

suggests that in middle and high schools, some science teachers may have introduced

the English equivalents of the key words or concepts in Biology, Chemistry and

Physics. Nevertheless, the poor performance scores of the participants in the study

indicate that Taiwanese science teachers usually neither introduce the English

equivalents of the Mandarin key concepts nor draw their students’ attention to the

English technical words, albeit they are placed in brackets following their Mandarin

equivalents in the textbook.
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The findings suggest that the participants are deficient in the knowledge of

basic science words beyond Grade 3. As the subjects represent the top 1.0% of the

high school graduates in overall school achievement among Taiwanese youths, the

results imply that the majority of Taiwanese university freshmen or high school

graduates are seriously deficient in the knowledge of basic science words in English

beyond Grade 2. The causative factors are diverse; for example, middle school and

high school students are not instructed to learn the English technical terms appearing

in their texts and high school EFL instructions focus mainly on daily dialogues and

humanities. In addition, the instruction of the compulsory high school subjects -

Mathematics, Biology, Physics, Chemistry, Mandarin Chinese, History, Geography,

Civics and English, uses Mandarin Chinese as the classroom language of instruction.

Accumulation of these fundamental science words in the English language in

Taiwanese high school teaching context is therefore constricted (Cheng, 2010).

6. Conclusions

The study reveals that Taiwanese university students are under-prepared to use texts

written in the English language. Thus, due to the student’s insufficiency in general

English reading ability (Cheng, 2010) and failure to systematically attend to three

essential elements of the educational innovation, namely teacher (re-)training,

curricular content and learning/teaching materials (Rea-Dickins, 1994), the efficacy

and quality of reading to learn from university texts in the EFL context is questionable.

As Mandarin is the dominant language in preparing students for learning from subject

area texts before entering university, the avenue of learning through Mandarin texts is

considered to be one of the efficient and quality tools.

6.1 Implications for ESP Instruction
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In Taiwan, most high school and university EFL teachers are trained in either English

literature, linguistics or TEFL methodologies which focus on grammar, listening,

writing, speaking and reading. Most of them grow up in a non-English environment

and have never been educated to read to learn from science, mathematics, health or

biology in English. They might not have developed the English vocabulary of the

discipline-specific concepts. They simply have not had the required training for

preparing high school graduates for reading to learn from university

discipline-specific texts in English.

In light of the limitations in the current EFL educational framework in Taiwan,

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) which focuses on helping students to learn the

specialised English used in a specific discipline and developing the language skills

required by professionals in a specific field should be valued as one of the potential

solutions. Many Taiwanese EFL teachers are familiar with the meaning of ESP;

nevertheless, very few of them are able to teach and plan such a course because of

their lack of training in ESP. As EFL teaching is not satisfactory in Taiwan, what is

needed at this moment in Taiwan is how to convince TEFL professionals to go

beyond merely teaching the four language skills and to accept ESP as an alternative

approach in assisting university students in learning from discipline-specific texts in

English. This means that more ESP courses should be planned to train teachers how to

teach such courses.

In Taiwan’s high schools, English teachers and policy makers may believe that

teaching science is the responsibility of science teachers. They may also believe the

major mission of an English teacher is to teach students how to read English. It is true

that science teachers are not trained to teach their courses in English; they naturally

use Mandarin Chinese exclusively as the vehicle of instruction and communication.
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However, they are supposed to be familiar with the concepts and special English

vocabulary in the subjects they are teaching. It is therefore recommended that high

school science teachers should inform their students of the English equivalents of the

Mandarin science words and concepts found in the textbooks. There should be

collaboration between science teachers and EFL/ESP teachers to teach students the

basic science words and concepts in English.

6.2 Implications for Further Research

In this study, some students know more words than the others. Since the participants

were high school graduates from different regions in Taiwan, they may have had

diverse English learning experiences. The underlying causes including high school

science teachers’ attitude towards introducing science words in class, await further

research. In addition, studies should also be conducted to examine how university

students beyond the freshman year learn science words and concepts. In these studies,

their learning experiences, their growth as well as the approaches they use in learning

science words and concepts can be described. The results will serve to inform

university content teachers of the effective approaches to, and the problems and

difficulties of, their students in teaching science technical words in English.

As most university subject area teachers in Taiwan are also EFL learners who

are very successful in learning the technical words in their specialized fields, it will be

very beneficial to conduct studies to find out from them the approaches they have

used in learning the technical words. Together with the effective approaches suggested

by such researchers as Chung and Nation (2003) and Coxhead (2006), both university

ESP teachers and subject teachers can prepare their students for learning technical
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words in English.

In addition, graded science textbooks across different English-speaking nations

should be examined to see if their teaching foci vary from nation to nation. Then like

the General Service List (West, 1953) and Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000), a

more focused list of graded basic and daily science words than Fry’s (1993) should be

formulated and validated for EFL students.

Finally, given that there exist no standardized or criterion-referenced tests for

assessing EFL high school graduates’ ability to read university science or social

science texts in English or for determining whether learners are properly trained for

reading university English science texts, it may be beneficial to develop such tests.

The tests used in this study could constitute a good starter kit in such an endeavor.
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Appendix: Percentages of Science Words Known × Grade

Grade Words Known from 99.9 % to 02.9%
Grade 3 fossil fuel (97.1), carbohydrate, extinct (91.4), endangered (85.7), embryo,

exoskeleton (74.3), primary teeth (71.4), condensation, fertilizer, water
vapor (57.1), algae, eardrum (54.3), thermometer (51.4), antenna, nicotine,
(45.7), vaccine (42.9), conductor (physics) (37.1), cavity (health), small
intestine (25.7), vocal cords (22.6), saliva (17.1), incinerate (11.4),
hibernate, insulator, tendon (08.6), agility, lever, plaque (health) (0.57),
germinate, precipitation, tidal wave (02.9)

Grade 4 biosphere (94.3), core (earth science) (85.7), respiratory system (80.0),
immunity (77.1), decomposer (71.4), saturated air (62.9), cold front, pulse
(health/physics) (54.3), pore (51.4), hydrosphere (42.9), sonic boom
(34.3), erosion (31.4), eruption (earth science), pollination (28.6), thrust
(physics) (25.7), lava (22.9), cardiovascular, fault (earth science), reef
(17.1), cumulus cloud (08.6), epidermis, gum (health), marijuana (08.6),
barometer, crust (earth science), mucus (05.7), asteroid, deciduous tree,
magma, meteorite, meteorologist, rain gauge, stethoscope, tremor (earth
science) (02.9)

Grade 5 chromosome (94.3), kinetic energy (85.7), proton, sperm, velocity (82.6),
coordination (45.7), vacuole (42.6), hemoglobin, pancreas (40), hybrid
(34.3), spectrum (31.4), marrow (health), quark (28.6), macrophage
(22.9), decibel, stroke (health), urinary bladder (17.1), fungicide,
pheromone, plasma, tissue culture (11.4), magnetism, ovule, power surge
(08.6), cerebrum (05.7), cartilage, gastric juice, hallucinogen, ligament,
nodule, trachea (02.9)
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Abstract

The purpose of this research is to study the effects of the raters’ background
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knowledge and raters’ training in their ratings when they assess Thai pilots’ English

speaking proficiency. Three speech samples were presented to 20 raters for their

assessment. The raters were divided into four groups, namely trained linguistic raters,

untrained linguistic raters, trained operational raters, and untrained operational raters.

Each of the raters assessed and provided scores for each speech sample. The

assessment was conducted using the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO)

rating scale and descriptors. The score results were analyzed using 2x2 ANOVA to

examine relationships between the raters’ background knowledge and raters’ training.

Results showed that the raters’ background knowledge and raters’ training did not

affect their decision making, in both main and interaction effects. However, the factor

of training rather than background seemed to affect the scores.

1. Introduction

English has been internationally used as a means of communication among pilots and

air traffic controllers for years. Still, there have been several accidents where the

language proficiency of pilots and air traffic controllers was the cause or a

contributory factor. This caused the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO),

an agency of the United Nations (UN) responsible for aviation safety, to strengthen

the use of English in this sector by issuing new requirements in implementing English

proficiency assessments for pilots and air traffic controllers. These requirements

stipulated that pilots and air traffic controllers demonstrate a certain level of English

language proficiency in the use of both ICAO standard phraseology and

conversational language by March 5, 2008.  In 2004, the ICAO issued a Manual on

the Implementation of ICAO Language Proficiency Requirements stating proficiency

level requirements, and the rating scale and guidance in the selection and/or
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development of suitable and effective language tests (ICAO, 2004). Since the ICAO

clearly states in its manual that “Direct, communicative proficiency tests of speaking

and listening abilities are appropriate assessment tools for the aviation industr” (ICAO,

2004, p. 6-8), tests like the ICAO require qualified raters to perform the rating. To

fulfill the licensing requirements, the ICAO also proposes that the rating should be

carried out by a minimum of two kinds of raters, namely linguistic raters and

operational raters. These two kinds of raters differ in their backgrounds.  Linguistic

raters are those who have linguistic knowledge, and their assessment tends to focus on

the linguistic features of a test-taker’s performance; operational raters are those who

have working knowledge of professional standards and procedures of radiotelephony

communications, and their assessment tends to focus on the appropriateness of a

test-taker’s performance (ICAO, 2004).

Because language testing for licensing requirements has a tremendous impact

on the professional careers of the test-takers as well as the reputations of the operators

and service providers and, ultimately, the safety of passengers and crews, the rating

results given by the raters must be as reliable and valid as possible. The raters must

also be able to accurately identify the strengths and weaknesses in the test-takers’

performance so that they will be able to improve their language proficiency

afterwards. However, the issue of employing two kinds of raters is also debatable: is it

necessary to use two types of raters, which requires more time and expense? In other

words, is it possible to use just one kind of rater to save both time and money in the

rating process, and if so, do linguists alone who truly understand the type of aviation

English used by pilots and air traffic controllers assign scores? Alternatively, are

experts in the field of aviation alone who are able to accurately identify the strengths

and weaknesses in the test-takers’ performance as required by the ICAO good enough
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to rate the test-takers’ English proficiency? Even if both kinds of raters award the

same score for a particular test-taker, do they award that same score for the same

reasons?

1.1 Theoretical Background

Performance assessment necessarily involves subjective judgments (McNamara,

1996). Judgments involve acts of interpretation on the part of raters. The importance

of raters in this case was clearly stated by Emery (2007, p. 23-25); “The (language)

rater plays a pivotal role in the language training and rating process. It is the language

rating community that carries the ultimate responsibility for the effective

implementation of the ICAO Language Proficiency Requirements.” He also

emphasized that “language testing in aviation is extremely “high-stakes.” The

professional lives of pilots and air traffic controllers “may be greatly affected by the

results awarded by (language) raters” (p. 23).

The speaking ability assessment is the raters’ interpretation of the test-takers’

performance, which is subjective by its nature.  Many factors related to the raters’

background knowledge can affect their assessments.  For example, raters can be

influenced by their first language and their own level of language proficiency if they

are non-native speakers. Their linguistic and assessment knowledge can also be

confounding factors.

Other factors related to the raters’ background which may influence their

assessment of the test-takers’ performance are the physical, psychological and

experiential characteristics of the raters themselves (Shaw & Weir, 2007).  Physical

factors include short-term ailments such as fatigue or a cold.  Psychological factors

are a rater’s personality, memory, cognitive style, affective schemata, and
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concentration. The experiential aspects are raters’ education, rating preparedness,

rating experience, communication experience, and target language competency.

These factors have also been discussed by Vann et al. (1991) and Hamp-Lyons (1990).

As for the raters’ training, the degree of familiarity with particular rubrics in

language assessment and understanding language descriptors are also crucial factors

in oral assessment and evaluation. The degree of training in the application of the

rating scales and the extent and frequency of exposure to the test-takers’ accents are

additional factors (Emery, 2007).  The effect of professional experience also plays an

important role in assessment. Comparisons are often made between how raters of

language proficiency and subject specialists rate the candidates.  Subject specialists

and language-trained teachers demonstrate a tendency to employ rating instruments

differently (Elder, 1992). There are differences between them in terms of the

application of individual assessment criteria (Brown, 1995).   Brown (ibid.)

investigated raters’ background factors in the assessment of the Japanese Language

Test for Tour Guides.  She argues for autonomy in test development and suggests

that norms of judgment can be formed at the item level within ‘tightly knit’ groups.

Brown’s results show that the occupational background of raters (with and without

industry experience)   had no bearing on the degree of consistency or the overall

harshness of raters. However, EFL teachers were harsher than industry raters on three

language-related criteria: grammar and expression, vocabulary, and fluency, whereas

industry raters were harsher on the criterion of pronunciation.  In contrast, Lumley

(1995) found that ESL teachers were more severe than medical practitioners for

nurses’ evaluation in interviews, where the major concern for the medical personnel

was the ability to give accurate information (Meldman, 1991).

Davies et al. (1999) pointed out that raters’ harshness or leniency towards test
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takers’ performance may result in bias, which is another factor affecting the rating.

Some raters may be consistently lenient, always giving relatively high scores to test

takers; others may be consistently severe.  giving relatively low scores; alternatively,

raters may show bias towards or against particular groups of test takers or task results

(McNamara, 1996). Differences in severity between individual raters will increase

errors associated with test scores and hence reduce their reliability. That means there

may be an interaction involving a rater and some aspects of the rating situation.

Leniency or severity may not always work in the same direction for all items rated.

For example, raters in a speaking test may be asked to assess using different criteria:

e.g., intelligibility, fluency, and accuracy. These raters may differ in the way they rate

these criteria. The rater who is fairly lenient may be harsher when rating intelligibility.

This is a kind of rater-item interaction in which a rater is consistently lenient on one

item while consistently severe on another. Another kind is rater-candidate interaction,

in which a rater has a tendency to overrate or underrate a test taker or a particular

group of test takers.

Another important factor that may affect raters in assessing the speaking ability

is the way they interpret the rating scale. The problem arises because rating scales

usually involve discrete rating categories (McNamara, 1996). When a test taker’s

ability in a speaking proficiency test falls roughly at the intersection of two of these

rating categories, the rater is forced into an “either/or” judgment. One rater may

consistently score such a test taker at the higher level or category while another rater

may consistently score the other way around.

Finally, there is the issue of the length of rater training and its nature. Rater

training is the preparation of raters for their task of judging performances. During this

kind of training, raters are introduced to the test format, test tasks, and the rating
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criteria, and examples at each defined level of performance are presented and

discussed. Studies of the effect of rater training show that training reduces extreme

differences in judgment between raters and makes raters more internally

self-consistent, but significant differences in judgment between raters remain

(McNamara, 1996; Weigle, 1994; McIntyre, 1993; Shohamy et al., 1992). Raters’

characteristics such as relative severity in judgment and self-consistency vary over

time. Trained and untrained raters have been shown to disagree on scale points

(Barnwell, 1989). Halleck’s (1996) study of certified OPI raters and trainees found

that the raters agreed more on some levels (beginner and intermediate) than on others

(advanced high, advanced, and intermediate high). Thus, the degree of familiarity

with particular rubrics in language assessment and understanding language descriptors

are crucial factors in oral assessment and evaluation.  In brief, the lack of training

might increase variability in grading candidates.

Apart from the raters’ background knowledge and training, whether the raters

are native or non-native speakers of the target language may affect the oral assessment.

Barnwell (1989) suggests that native speakers are stricter raters. Van Maele (1994)

found native raters attached far less importance to grammar than non-natives and were

more tolerant than non-native raters of grammatical inaccuracies and weak

pronunciation when English was communicative. While register and intonation were

largely peripheral to the non-native raters, they were central to native raters. In

addition, non-native raters have been seen to adhere more closely to the established

rating criteria while native raters are more likely to be influenced by an intuitive

feeling not captured by the descriptors (Brown, 1995).

In addition, it is likely that the interviewers’ behaviour during the interview will

have some effect on the interview and consequently on the ratings (Reed & Cohen,
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2001). Reed & Holleck (1997) found that the levels and types of questions could

influence the ratings of the same test takers when interviewed by different

interviewers. Also, facilitating low proficiency test takers in an interview may

diminish the power of the probe and may subsequently bias the ratings (Ross &

Berwick, 1992).  A study based on data from the IELTS Oral Interview showed that

interviewers’ styles and candidates’ styles can interact in ways that make it difficult

for raters to distinguish the candidates’ talk from the interviewers’ talk (Brown, 1998).

For example, an interviewer claiming personal knowledge of a topic, as opposed to

mere interest, might pre-empt the candidate’s explanation. In this situation, a rater

would not be able to assume that a scant response by a candidate indicated lack of

ability to elaborate.

The issues of the differences among raters mentioned above are related to the

framework of ESP assessment as well as other kinds of assessment in general. This is

because raters’ judgment can affect the validity of score interpretation. Variances in

rating bring about differences in assigning scores which do not reflect the true ability

of the candidates. This also affects the consequential validity. Messick (1993) raised

the importance of this type of validity because the test results can affect the lives of

the candidates. In this case, the pilots who cannot pass the specified level are not

allowed to perform their duties internationally. Therefore, fairness in assigning scores

can affect the selection of the pilots which consequently affect the operation and

business of the airlines. These considerations lead to the following questions:

1. Does the different background knowledge of raters have any effect on their

ratings of pilots’ speaking ability?

2. Does rater training have any effect on their ratings of pilots’ speaking ability?

3. Do the different background knowledge of raters and their training have any
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interactive effects on their ratings of pilots’ speaking ability?

2. Methods

A quantitative approach was employed in this study to investigate the relationships

among factors, namely the different background of raters, the relationships between

trained and untrained raters, and the interactive relationships between raters’

background knowledge and their training on rating Thai pilots’ speaking ability.

The RMIT English Language Test for Aviation (RELTA) was used as the source

of data to acquire the speech samples. Procedures for the RELTA test are given in

Appendix A. Ten pilots working for Thai Airways International PLC, who took the

RELTA, were divided into three subgroups, and their performance was assessed by 20

raters. These pilots tested by the RELTA had previously achieved Levels 3, 4 & 5 in

the ICAO proficiency levels (see Appendix B). Three samples, one from each

subgroup, were given to each of the 20 raters. There were four rater groups: 10

linguistic raters, five of them with rater training experience and the other five without;

and 10 operational raters, five of them with rater training experience and the other five

without. All raters were given instructions and the details about the ICAO rating

scales and descriptors without any further explanation or briefing from the researcher.

They listened to the three given speech samples before rating them using the six

parameters of the ICAO rating scale: pronunciation, structure, vocabulary, fluency,

comprehension and interactions (Appendix B).

3. Results

Table1 presents the rating results of the overall scores from each rater.

Table 1: Rating Results of the Overall Scores
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Speech Sample no.1 Speech Sample no.2 Speech Sample no.3
TL1 5 4 3
TL2 4 3 3
TL3 4 3 3
TL4 4 4 3
TL5 5 3 4
UL1 5 4 5
UL2 4 4 4
UL3 4+ 3 4
UL4 5 4 4
UL5 4 3.5 4
TO1 4 3 3
TO2 4 3 3
TO3 4 3 4
TO4 4 4 3
TO5 4 3 4
UO1 5 5 4
UO2 5 4 4
UO3 4 3 3
UO4 4.5 3.3 4.75
UO5 4 3 4
Note: TL= Linguistic-trained raters; UL= Linguistic-untrained raters,

TO= Operational-trained raters, and UO= Operational-untrained raters

The 20 raters were primarily categorized into two main groups: background and

training. Each variable had two levels: raters’ background (operational/linguistic

raters) and raters’ training (trained/untrained raters). Figure 1 illustrates the four

groups of raters who participated in the study.  The mean ratings of the four groups

are provided in the 2x2 matrix in Figure 1.
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Operational (Op) Linguistic (Lin)

x Tr = 3.60Trained raters (Tr)

Rater training

x Unt = 4.09Untrained raters (Unt)

X Op = 3.78 xLin = 3.90

Figure 1: The means of the four groups

With regard to Figure 1, the scores of the trained raters were somewhat lower than

those of the untrained operators (3.53 vs. 4.04 for operational raters and 3.67 vs. 4.13

for linguistic raters).  The mean scores of both groups of untrained raters are higher

than those of trained raters (4.09 vs. 3.60), and the average scores of the linguistic

raters are higher than those of the operational raters (3.90 vs. 3.78).

In order to answer the three research questions, the analysis of variance

(ANOVA) was conducted. Table 2 presents the F-values of the three speech

samples.

Table 2 F-values of the Three Speech Samples

Source Speech Samples

1

F-value

2

F-value

3

F-value

BACKGROUND .529 .20 .01

TRAINING 1.47 2.02 11.05*

BACKGROUND
* TRAINING

1.47 0.09 .93

N = 20 *p ≤ .05

x1 = 3.53 (TO)

(n= 5)

x2 = 3.67 (TL)

(n= 5)

x 3 = 4.04 (UO)

(n=5)

x4 = 4.13 (UL)

(n= 5)



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

47

Bachman (2004) stated that the F-ratio (the ratio between the true effect and the

error) can be obtained by dividing the between-group variance by the within-group

variance.  If the calculated F-value is larger than the F-critical value, the effect of the

factor is not due to chance. Therefore, the factor under study has a significant effect

on the observed scores.  In this study, almost all of the F values of the main factors

and the interaction effects are less than the critical value at the significance level

of .05.  Therefore, the two factors (the raters’ background knowledge and the raters’

training) have no significant effects on the raters’ ratings of Thai pilots’ English

speaking proficiency.  The only significant F-value was found in the third speech

sample--where the factor of raters’ training had a significant effect on the raters’

decision-making (F = 11.05, *p ≤ .05). Figure 2 illustrates the means of the trained

and untrained raters of the speech sample 3.

Figure 2: The Effects of Rater Training on Raters’ Decision-making in Rating the Speech Sample No.3



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

48

The finding shows that the trained and untrained raters assigned scores to the

candidate differently, and this difference is statistically significant. It can be seen from

Figure 2 that the untrained raters seem to be more lenient in rating speech sample 3

than the trained raters. The mean of the trained raters is 3.30, while that of the

untrained is 4.08.

To conclude, the difference in rater background (operational vs. linguistic) did

not have a significant effect on raters’ decision-making judgment. It might be said that

operational raters and linguistic raters in this study performed similarly in rating

English proficiency. As for the effect of raters’ training on their ratings, it can be said

that the difference in rater training (trained/untrained) affected the raters’

decision-making on the third speech sample, but not on the first two samples.

Although it might not be firmly concluded that rater training has an effect on raters’

judgment in speaking proficiency, the training of raters might affect their ratings more

than the factor of rater background.
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With regard to the interaction effect between rater background and rater training,

the results show that a significant interaction effect was not found. However, Figure 3

illustrates that both background factor and training factor affect raters’

decision-making in the same direction.

Figure 3: The Interaction Effect between Rater Background and Rater Training on Raters’

Decision-making in Rating Thai Pilot English-speaking Proficiency

The untrained operational raters tended to give higher scores (mean = 4.04)

than the group of trained operational raters (mean = 3.53).  Similarly, the untrained

linguistic raters judged the samples’ speaking proficiency higher than the trained

linguistic raters did (4.13 vs.  3.60). Therefore, it might be concluded that both

untrained groups seemed to be more lenient in rating speaking proficiency in this

study.

In order to confirm the findings and gain more information about each

component on the ICAO Language Proficiency Rating Scale when rating, the four
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groups of raters’ rated scores based on the four criteria were compared as shown in

Table 3.

Table 3: The Comparison of Rated Scores Based on the Six Criteria

Components Speech Samples F values
1 Pronunciation Sample 1

Sample 2
Sample 3

1.02
.54
.78

2 Structure Sample 1
Sample 2
Sample 3

.97

.22
1.29

3 Vocabulary Sample 1
Sample 2
Sample 3

.93

.50

.50

4 Fluency Sample 1
Sample 2
Sample 3

1.01
.24
.80

5 Comprehension Sample 1
Sample 2
Sample 3

1.03
.16
.78

6 Interactions Sample 1
Sample 2
Sample 3

1.14
.48
.12

7 Overall Sample 1
Sample 2
Sample 3

1.42
.77

3.99*

*p ≤ .05

Table 3 indicates that, except for the “overall rating in speech sample 3”, there
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is no significant difference among the four groups of raters in rating the three speech

samples using the six components. Therefore, the analysis of the six components

supports the findings mentioned previously that neither rater background nor rater

training significantly affected raters’ decision-making in rating Thai pilots’ English

speaking proficiency.

4. Discussion

According to the findings of this study, the raters’ background knowledge has no

significant effect on how they rate Thai pilots’ English proficiency.  One possible

explanation is that the study was conducted with a small number of raters and speech

samples.  Therefore, the rated scores may be skewed.  Also, the raters were

volunteers and their styles, e.g. whether they tend to be strict or generous evaluators,

might have affected their decision. The results of this study agree with Brown (1995),

who found that in an occupation-specific language performance test, there were no

overall differences between raters with linguistic backgrounds and raters with

occupational experiences in terms of grades awarded to the candidates’ performance.

Similarly, Lumley (1995) found that ESL teachers and medical practitioners have

broad similarities in judgments.

Another factor that may influence how raters in assess the speaking ability is

the way in which they interpret the rating scale they are using. The problem arises

because rating scales usually involve discrete rating categories (McNamara, 1996).

When the rater feels that a candidate’s speaking ability falls between two rating scales,

the rater is forced into an “either/or” judgment. One rater may consistently score such

test taker at the higher level or category while another rater may consistently score the

other way around. In this case, most of the raters from both groups realized that the
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cut-off score assigned by ICAO is Level 4. Therefore, it is possible that when they

had to choose between Level 3 and 4, most of them awarded Level 4, an outcome

which might make the result statistically non-significant.

In this study, the spread in evaluation in the third speech sample remains a

problem. This may be due to a difference in orientation as in  Elder’s (1992) study

in which the ESL teachers focused on the lexis, grammar, and the internal cohesion of

the presentation while the subject specialists were more concerned about the subject

content.  In addition, there were group differences in terms of the application of

individual assessment criteria. This coincides with Hamp-Lyons’ (1991, p.134)

observation that EFL teachers attended to rhetorical criteria whereas the specialists

emphasized content.

In theory, raters refer to a rating scale in order to select a score to represent the

candidate’s ability (Upshur & Turner, 1999). However, in reality each rater has a

unique background that may affect his or her judgment (Brown, 1995 and Elder,1992).

In our study, the untrained operational raters judged the third speech sample

differently.  This may be due to differences in the interpretation of the rating scales.

This corresponds with what Lumley (1995) found in the evaluation differences

between the trained ESL raters and medical practitioners. In addition, this study

agrees with Brown’s (1995) finding that language-trained raters and experienced

operational raters interpreted the criteria in different ways. She remarked that raters

appeared to have inbuilt perceptions of what was acceptable to them and these

perceptions were formed by their previous experience. Brown stated that even the

explicitness of the descriptors and the standardization in a training session could not

eliminate these differences. The possible implication of this variable is that if the

descriptors are inexplicit, raters’ perceptions are prone to be based on their previous
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experience. Imprecise rating scales often result in holistic marking by raters (Weigle,

2002). This leads the raters to use the overall or global impression of the candidates in

their ratings instead of using an analytic rating scale, as they should be. Therefore, the

inappropriate use of the rating scales may have a significant effect on the ICAO

proficiency assessment since the ICAO requires the lowest score for any criteria to be

the overall score (ICAO, 2004). In this study some raters who were familiar with the

holistic scoring in rating general English might have ignored the details in the ICAO

analytic scale.

5. Conclusion

This research study investigates whether there is a significant difference in scores

among raters who have different professional backgrounds, i.e. in language and in

flight operations, and those with and without rater training when they evaluated pilots’

English language performance on RELTA. The quantitative analyses show no

statistical differences among the four groups in their ratings of candidates’ oral

performances, except in the overall score of speech sample number 3. It is worthwhile

to emphasize that the scores obtained from this kind of testing are employed to help

make high-stakes decisions concerning the test taker’s career and the aviation industry

as a whole. It is, therefore, imperative for all stakeholders to ensure that their tests

produce scores that are supported by valid and reliable empirical evidence and that

they provide quality information in the contexts in which these tests are being

implemented. To obtain fairness and ensure consequential validity, test developers and

test administrators are responsible for conducting the studies needed to help make

sure that their interpretation and use of test scores are appropriate in this professional

context.
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The findings provide further insights into the theoretical aspects of the

controversial and debatable issue of utilizing different kinds of raters in this

high-stakes assessment. Even though the findings of this study do not substantiate the

ICAO requirement of employing two different kinds of raters in this high-stakes test,

some useful information has been found.  The characteristics of the two types of

raters should be identified in the ICAO requirements, especially with regard to the

training background.  In ESP assessment, particularly in the aviation context, the

raters with a linguistic background should have some basic vocabulary in aviation.

On the other hand, the operational raters should have some knowledge of evaluation

of language standards.  This is because ICAO raters should be able to identify

deficiencies in performance and guide candidates towards language learning activities

that can improve their language proficiency.  Single scores are not sufficient for

judging the future of the pilots.  The ability to draw profiles of the strengths and

weaknesses of the candidates is essential and this also supports the concept of

consequential validity of aviation assessment.

Concerning pedagogical contributions, rater training is essential to prepare

raters for assessing performance tests that rely on subjective judgments. In this study,

even though the factor of training may not show a significant effect on the rating of

the first and the second speech samples, it accounts for the big discrepancy on the

third one. Therefore, it could be concluded that the training variable (trained/untrained

raters) has some effect on the decision-making of raters.
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Appendix A: RELTA (RMIT English Language Test for Aviation: RMIT, 2008)

RELTA stands for ‘The RMIT English Language Test for Aviation’. RELTA is a

standardized test developed by RMIT English Worldwide, a global English language

learning institution based in Melbourne, Australia. It is a part of RMIT Training Pty

Ltd, a wholly owned commercial subsidiary of RMIT University. RELTA has been

designed to allow the language proficiency of pilots and air traffic controllers to be

assessed according to the ICAO Language Proficiency Requirements.

There are two streams of the RELTA: one for pilots and one for air traffic controllers.

The test has been designed to assess pilots or air traffic controllers against the six

levels of ICAO Language Proficiency Scale. Both forms of the RELTA have been

specifically designed for existing pilots and air traffic controllers whose first language

is not English, and whose language proficiency needs to be assessed for licensing

purposes in line with the ICAO Language Proficiency Requirements that take effect in

2008. RELTA, which was used as an instrument in this study, was an early version

one for pilots that was conducted with Thai Airways International Public Limited

Company’s pilots.
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This RELTA Pilot test speaking part starts with the “warm up” section, which takes

approximately one minute. Its format is non-face to face. There are two questions

related to candidate’s background and four questions related to test contexts (visual

information provided). The mode of delivery is computer-mediated with interlocutor

asking questions.

The speaking part section 1 follows the “warm up” section. It takes approximately

five minutes. Candidates are required to produce language where ICAO standard

phraseology alone can convey messages. Its format is a direct/live non-face-to-face

role-play for a continuous dialogue. The candidate assumes the role of a pilot and

interacts with a live interlocutor, who assumes the role of an air traffic controller in a

linear and continuous dialogue. The mode of delivery is computer-mediated with the

interlocutor controlling audible/visual. The interlocutor follows the prescribed

role-play script contained in the Examiner Booklet. Language elicited for assessment

is ICAO standard phraseology in simple, familiar, routine, and predictable situations

in radiotelephony communication contexts.

The speaking section 2 takes about six to eight minutes. Candidates are required to

produce language where both phraseology and plain English are required to convey

messages (only responses where prompts have been designed to elicit plain English

are assessed). Its format is also the direct/live non-face-to-face role-play for

continuous exchanges mirroring real-time communication. The candidate assumes the

role of a pilot and interacts with the interlocutor who assumes the role of an air traffic

controller in linear and continuous dialogue. The mode of delivery is
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computer-mediated with the interlocutor controlling audible/visual. The interlocutor

follows the prescribed role-play script contained in the Examiner Booklet. Language

elicited for assessment is plain English in both complex non-routine and unpredictable

radiotelephony communication contexts.

The speaking section 3 requires around 10 to 12 minutes. Candidates are required to

communicate in general English and relate to the concepts in Section 2 before

expressing preferences and discussing abstract topics where they offer opinions and

speculate about the future. Its format is the face-to-face interview. The mode of

delivery is that the interlocutor asks prescribed questions which are contained in the

Examiner booklet. The language elicited for assessment in this section is general

English in aviation specific contexts which the themes from section 2 are provided for

discussion.

The last section is the closing/wrap-up. It briefly carries on for around 30 seconds.

The format is still face-to-face but there is no language elicited for assessment. In the

same way as the “warm up” section, there is no score given for this concluding

section.
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Appendix B: ICAO Language Proficiency Rating Scale (ICAO, 2004: A-8, A-9)

LEVEL

PRONUNCIATION
ASSUMES A DIALECT

AND/OR ACCENT

INTELLIGIBLE TO THE

AERONAUTICAL COMMUNITY.

STRUCTURE
RELEVANT GRAMMATICAL

STRUCTURES AND SENTENCE

PATTERNS ARE DETERMINED

BY LANGUAGE FUNCTIONS

APPROPRIATE TO THE TASK.

VOCABULARY FLUENCY COMPREHENSION INTERACTIONS

EXPERT

6

Pronunciations, stress,

rhythm, and intonation,

though possibly

influenced by the first

language or regional

variation, almost never

interfere with

understanding.

Both basic and complex

Grammatical structures and

sentence patterns are

consistently well

controlled.

Vocabulary range and

accuracy are sufficient to

communicate effectively on

a wide variety of familiar

and unfamiliar topics.

Vocabulary is idiomatic,

nuanced, and sensitive to

register.

Able to speak at length

with a natural, effortless

flow. Varies speech flow

for stylistic effect, e.g. to

emphasize a point. Uses

appropriate discourse

markers and connectors

spontaneously.

Comprehension is

consistently accurate in

nearly all contexts and

includes comprehension of

linguistic and cultural

subtleties.

Interacts with ease in

nearly all situations. Is

sensitive to verbal and

non-verbal cues, and

responds to them

appropriately.

EXTENDED

5

Pronunciation, stress,

rhythm, and intonation,

though influenced by the

first language or regional

variation, rarely interfere

with understanding.

Basic grammatical

Structures and sentence

patterns are consistently

well controlled. Complex

structures are attempted but

with errors which

Vocabulary range and

accuracy are sufficient to

communicate effectively on

common, concrete, and

work related topics.

Paraphrases consistently

Able to speak at length

with relative ease on

familiar topics, but may

not vary speech flow as a

stylistic device. Can make

use of appropriate

Comprehension is accurate

on common, concrete, and

work related topics and

mostly accurate when the

speaker is confronted with a

linguistic or situational

Responses are immediate,

appropriate, and

informative. Manages the

speaker/listener

relationship effectively.
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sometimes interfere with

meaning.

and successfully.

Vocabulary is sometimes

idiomatic.

discourse markers or

connectors.

complication or an

unexpected turn of event. Is

able to comprehend a range

of speech varieties (dialect

and/or accent) or registers.

OPERATIONAL

LEVEL

4

Pronunciation, stress,

rhythm, and intonation

are influenced by the

first language or

regional variation, but

only sometimes interfere

with understanding.

Basic grammatical

Structures and sentence

patterns are used

Creatively and are usually

well controlled.

Errors may occur,

Particularly in unusual or

Unexpected

Circumstances, but rarely

Interfere with meaning.

Vocabulary range and

accuracy are usually

sufficient to communicate

effectively on common,

concrete, and work related

topics. Can often

paraphrase successfully

when lacking vocabulary

in unusual or unexpected

circumstances.

Produces stretches of

language at an

appropriate tempo. There

may be occasional loss of

fluency on transition

from rehearsed or

formulaic speech to

spontaneous interaction,

but this does not prevent

effective communication.

Can make limited use of

discourse markers or

connectors. Fillers are

not distracting.

Comprehension is mostly

accurate on common,

concrete, and work related

topics when the accent or

variety used is sufficiently

intelligible for an

international community of

users. When the speaker is

confronted with a linguistic

or situational complication

or an unexpected turn of

events, comprehension may

be slower or require

clarification strategies.

Responses are usually

immediate, appropriate,

and informative.

Initiates and maintains

exchanges even when

dealing with an

unexpected turn of

events. Deals adequately

with apparently

misunderstandings by

checking, confirming or

clarifying.

PRE-

OPERATIONAL

3

Pronunciation, stress,

rhythm, and intonation are

influenced by the first

Basic grammatical

Structures and sentence

patterns associated with

Vocabulary range and

accuracy are often sufficient

to communicate on

Produces stretches of

language, but paraphrasing

and pausing are often

Comprehension is often

accurate on common,

concrete, and work related

Responses are sometimes

immediate, appropriate,

and informative. Can
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language or regional

variation, and frequently

interfere with

understanding.

predictable situations are

not always well controlled.

Errors frequently interfere

with meaning.

common, concrete, or work

related topics but range is

limited and the word choice

often inappropriate. Is often

unable to paraphrase

successfully when lacking

vocabulary.

inappropriate. Hesitations

or slowness in language

processing may prevent

effective communication.

Fillers are sometimes

distracting.

topics when the accent or

variety used is sufficiently

intelligible for an

international community of

users. May fail to understand

a linguistic or situational

complication or an

unexpected turn of events.

initiate and maintain

exchanges with

reasonable ease on

familiar topics and in

predictable situations.

Generally inadequate

when dealing with an

unexpected turn of events.

ELEMENTARY

2

Pronunciation, stress,

rhythm, and intonation are

heavily influenced by the

first language or regional

variation, and usually

interfere with

understanding.

Shows only limited control

of a few simple memorized

grammatical structures and

sentence patterns.

Limited vocabulary range

consisting only of isolated

words and memorized

phrases.

Can produce very short,

isolated, memorized

utterances with frequent

pausing and a distracting

use of fillers to search for

expressions and to

articulate less familiar

words.

Comprehension is limited to

isolated, memorized phrases

when they are carefully and

slowly articulated.

Response time is slow,

and often inappropriate.

Interaction is limited to

simple routine exchanges.

PRE-

ELEMENTARY

1

Performs at a level below

the Elementary level.

Performs at a level below

the Elementary level.

Performs at a level below

the Elementary level.

Performs at a level below

the Elementary level.

Performs at a level below the

Elementary level.

Performs at a level below

the Elementary level.

Note. – The Operational Level (Level 4) is the minimum required proficiency level for radiotelephony communication. Levels 1 through 3 describe Pre-elementary, Elementary, and Pre-operational levels

of language proficiency respectively, all of which describe a level of proficiency below the ICAO language proficiency requirement. Level 5 and 6 describe Extended and Expert levels, at level of proficiency more

advanced than the minimum required Standard. As a whole, the scale will serve as benchmarks for training and testing, in assisting candidates to attain the ICAO Operational Level (Level 4)
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Abstract

This paper describes the attempt to create a business word list (BWL), which was

compiled from a corpus containing 7.62 million tokens of 2,200 business research

articles (RAs) across twenty business subject areas by examining the range and

frequency of words outside the most frequent 3,000 word families along the British

National Corpus word frequency scale. The operational measures involved the lexical

coverage of BWL in the business RA corpus through software called RANGE. To

reach 95% lexical coverage for reasonable comprehension of academic texts, 426 of

the most frequently occurring word families in the corpus were ultimately chosen, and

these accounted for 5.66% of the tokens in business RAs under study. In terms of

greater lexical coverage, this restricted, more specialized word list may provide a
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better return on learning as opposed to the general vocabulary beyond the top

3,000-word level. For business students who plan to pursue further studies in their

fields, the present BWL provides a window to the specialized content areas in

academic research. EBP teachers can raise their students’ awareness of the

commonly-used words reported in this study by incorporating corpus-based

concordance data into teaching materials, thereby enriching non-English majoring

students’ language experience with the use and patterns of the frequent lexical items

in the business register.

Keywords: lexical coverage, business word lists, vocabulary levels, British National

Corpus (BNC)

1. Introduction

According to Nation (1990), there are around 54,000 word families in English. A

well-educated native speaker of English has a vocabulary around 20,000 words

excluding proper names and transparently derived forms (Nation, 2006). However,

English is not an official language in Taiwan. Although English is a required language

subject at the tertiary level in Taiwan’s educational system, English courses for

General Purposes (EGP) are offered to non-English majors only two to three hours per

week in the freshmen and sophomore years respectively. After taking required English

courses in the first two years of college, non-English majoring students may learn new

English words at a decreasing rate. Therefore, the learning goal of 20,000 words

seems to be far beyond the reach of Taiwanese students in four years of college.

To measure the vocabulary size that EFL college students may approach, Hsu

(2009a) analyzed the vocabulary size and levels contained in a corpus of 617,927

running words from thirty-six General English (GE) reading textbooks. Her research
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showed that beyond the 2,000-word level, a GE textbook can supply students with

162－2,001 new word families, subject to the book level. Parallel to the investigation

into college General English textbooks, Hsu (2009b) compiled another corpus

containing university-level English-medium business core textbooks, totaling

1,087,723 tokens. Her data results showed that the business textbooks used a smaller

vocabulary (converging at the 3,000－4,000 word levels along the British National

Corpus word frequency scale) than the GE reading textbooks (spread among the 3,000

－13,000 word levels). The study also found that approximately 49－415 out of

Coxhead’s (2000) 570 interdisciplinary academic words could be learned from a GE

reading textbook as opposed to 421－537 academic words learned from a business

textbook. Hsu (2009b) inferred from the above two studies in the EFL context that

acquisition of the general academic vocabulary would furnish college business majors

at best with only 3,000 to 4,000 words.

After college, when business graduates pursue further degree studies in relation

to their fields of specialization, either in domestic postgraduate schools or in

English-speaking universities overseas, they may need to heavily rely on their own

abilities to read and to fully comprehend the assigned reading materials, including

specialist academic journal articles. Because research papers involve more

sophisticated and varied vocabulary, the limited English vocabulary of EFL learners is

a major source of difficulty in reading a professional text (Hsu, 2009b). To measure

the vocabulary demands of business textbooks and business research articles for EFL

learners, Hsu (2011) compiled two corpora and analyzed the lexical threshold for both

at 95% and 98% coverage. Her data results showed that knowledge of the most

frequent 3,500 word families and 6,000 word families along the British National

Corpus word frequency scale plus proper nouns would provide 95% lexical coverage
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of the business textbook and the business research article respectively. Business

textbooks reached 98% lexical coverage at the 5,000 word level while business

research articles reached 98% coverage at the 8,000 word level. At 95% lexical

coverage, the business research articles used a larger vocabulary (spreading among

the 6,000－8,000 word levels) than the business textbooks (converging at the 3,000－

4,000 word levels).

Even though lexical coverage is set at 95% instead of 98% (Hsu, 2011), the

vocabulary size necessary for business postgraduates to achieve reasonable

comprehension of the research article ranging from 6,000 to 8,000 word families is

still an arduous learning goal, since business undergraduates like ours may only have

a vocabulary of 3,000－ 4,000 word families (Hsu, 2009b). EFL business

postgraduates would face quite an amount of dictionary work, let alone writing a

research paper. If Nation’s (2001) estimate that native speakers read about 10－12

books per year to acquire 1,000 words is correct, then a gradual increase of

vocabulary due to less English exposure in the EFL context may not easily cover the

lexical gap between 3,000－4,000 words and 6,000－8,000 words in a short time.

Consequently, targeting a more restricted vocabulary with a relatively high frequency

of occurrences in order to raise the lexical coverage may be more practical in this

regard.

In addition, not all English words are equally important in different phases of

language learning. It has been proposed (Coxhead, 2000; Nation, 2001; Nation &

Waring, 1997) that for different purposes or in different stages of learning, some

words deserve more attention and effort than others. When business students’

vocabulary reaches a level, for example, around the top 3,000 English words, their

concern may be shifted to less frequent but urgently-needed words in their fields of
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study. As such, the main purpose of this research was to identify the next level of

English vocabulary for post-graduate business students, which not only gives a better

return in terms of lexical coverage of an academic text but also characterizes a

business academic discourse type.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Vocabulary types and learning sequence

Nation (2001) divided vocabulary into four categories: (1) high-frequency or general

service vocabulary, (2) academic vocabulary, (3) technical vocabulary and (4)

low-frequency vocabulary. High-frequency words refer to those basic general service

English words which constitute the majority of all the running words in all types of

writing. The most well-known general service vocabulary is West’s (1953) General

Service List of English Words (GSL). The GSL, containing the most frequently

occurring 2,000 word families of English (3,372 word types), accounts for

approximately 75% of the running words in non-fiction texts (Hwang, 1989) and

around 90% of the running words in fiction (Hirsh, 1993). Academic vocabulary with

medium-frequency of occurrence, also called sub-technical vocabulary (Cowan, 1974)

or semi-technical vocabulary (Farrell, 1990), is a class of words between technical

and non-technical words and usually has technical and non-technical implications.

Technical words are the ones used in a specialized field and are considerably different

from subject to subject. For instance, based on Chung and Nation (2003, 2004),

technical vocabulary may constitute more than 30% of tokens in some medical texts.

Low-frequency words are rarely used lexis.

Nation and Waring (1997) pointed out that beginners of English learning should

focus on the first 2,000 most frequently occurring word families of English in the
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GSL, while for intermediate or advanced learners who usually study English for

academic purposes, the command of the top 2,000 most frequent words may no longer

be their concern and the priority of their vocabulary learning may be shifted to the

next level of vocabulary, i.e. sub-technical/academic vocabulary. Acquiring these

sub-technical words seems to be essential when learners are preparing for English for

Academic Purposes. Alternatively, vocabulary based on Nation’s (2001) four divisions

can be learned in a systematic order. Students should learn first the 2,000 general

words of English, followed by a set of academic words common to all academic

disciplines.

In line with Nation and Waring (1997), Coxhead (2000) compiled a corpus of

around 3.5 million running words from university textbooks and materials from four

different academic areas (law, arts and commerce as well as science), and identified

570 academic word families and formed a list, the Academic Word List (AWL), which

was claimed to cover 10% of the total words in a general academic text. Her research

suggested that for learners with academic goals, the academic word list contains the

next set of vocabulary to learn after the top 2,000-word level. To put it concretely,

greater lexical coverage is gained by moving on to learning 570 academic words (10%

coverage on the average) than by continuing to learn the next 1,000 words (“3－

5%”coverage for the 3rd 1,000 words, Nation, 2006, p.79) after the top 2,000 word

families on a frequency list.

Nation and Heatley (2002) created the RANGE program, which incorporated

the General Service List (GSL) 2,000 word families (West, 1953) and the Academic

Word List (AWL) 570 word families (Coxhead, 2000) as well as fourteen British

National Corpus (BNC) 1,000-word lists plus proper nouns and marginal words. The

fourteen 1,000-word lists were ranked based on the English words’ occurring range,
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dispersion and frequency figures in the BNC. In this scale, the 3rd 1,000 words are

less frequent than the 2nd 1,000 words but more frequent than the 4th 1,000 words.

The BNC consists of 100 million running words (tokens) of English with 10% of the

total running words drawn from spoken sources and 90% from written sources. Out of

the 90% written language, 70% is formal, informative text plus 6% of the lectures,

speeches, commentaries from the 10% spoken language. Consequently the fourteen

1,000-word lists reflect the adult, formal and informative nature of the BNC (Nation,

2004).

To test the reliability of whether the most frequent word lists derived from the

BNC occur in a range of texts, Nation (2004) compared the BNC 3,000 with the GSL

2,000 plus the AWL 570, and found that the BNC 3,000 provided slightly better

coverage of a variety of texts and corpora than the GSL plus AWL, that is, the BNC

3,000 contains most of the GSL plus AWL. More specifically, 97% of the GSL 1st

1,000 is contained in the BNC 2,000 with 80% of the GSL 2nd 1,000 in the BNC

3,000, and 80% of the AWL is in the BNC 3,000. As a whole, 88% of the GSL plus

the AWL is contained in the BNC 3,000 and 100% of the AWL is in the BNC 1st－

10th 1,000 words. It is worth noting here that a few current words in relation to

computer and media (e.g. online, software and web) are not in the GSL but in the

BNC, because the BNC lists are more recent than the GSL lists.

As described, our business college students may only have a vocabulary of

3,000－4,000 word families, knowing most of the general academic vocabulary in the

AWL. Since the BNC 3,000 containing 88% of the GSL 2,000 plus the AWL offers a

better lexical coverage than the GSL plus the AWL, and the BNC lists are more

modern than the GSL, adopting the BNC 3,000 as a point of departure in terms of the

learning sequence seems to fit the present EFL business context. Our aim was to
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identify the high-frequency words beyond the EFL students’ vocabulary size in order

to increase the lexical coverage and thus shorten the distance to the vocabulary

threshold required in the business research articles. Therefore, for business graduates

with academic goals, the more restricted, specialized words with relatively high

frequencies may be the next set of vocabulary to learn after the BNC top 3,000-word

level, as opposed to the top 2,000 words suggested in the earlier literature.

2.2 Discipline-specific word lists

Coxhead’s (2000) interdisciplinary Academic Word List (AWL) has stimulated the

establishment of all sorts of word lists specific to a certain field. In spite of its

important coverage (about 10% as a whole), the advocacy of Coxhead’s (2000) AWL

for the establishment of academic vocabulary in specific purpose courses has been

questioned recently. Hyland and Tse (2007) raised a doubt about the widely held

assumption that students need a single core of high-frequency words for academic

study because they are common in an English academic register. They argued that

each subject discipline has its own ways of explaining experience and its forms of

argumentation with lexical variations that merit research within disciplines.

Using Coxhead’s (2000) AWL, Chen and Ge (2007) confirmed that academic

vocabulary had a high lexical coverage and dispersion throughout medical research

articles (RAs) and served some important rhetorical functions, but they concluded that

the AWL was far from complete in representing the frequently used medical academic

vocabulary in medical RAs and proposed a medical academic word list. Following

Chen and Ge’s (2007) research, Wang, Liang and Ge (2008) built a corpus comprising

1.09 million running words found in medical research articles from online resources

in a bid to establish a medical academic word list (MAWL). The 623-word MAWL
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accounted for 12.24% of the tokens in the medical RAs. The high word frequency and

the wide text coverage of MAWL throughout medical RAs substantiated the idea that

a more restricted, discipline-based lexical repertoire as a teaching instrument plays an

important role in ESP contexts. Furthermore, in support of Hyland and Tse’s (2007)

argument against a single core interdisciplinary academic vocabulary, Martinez, Beck

and Panza (2009) adopted a different corpus containing agriculture research articles to

challenge the usefulness of the AWL in ESP courses. Their qualitative observations

revealed that the 570-word AWL, offering a too general academic vocabulary, may

result either in the learners’ exposure to more vocabulary than they need or in their

lack of exposure to the specific vocabulary that they will need. They concluded that

the words in the AWL are unlikely to be of equal value to all students. Some words

may be almost no use to students who major in agriculture. They considered the

learners’ specific target context and selected 92 words out of the 570-word AWL,

which was a much smaller and a highly restricted word list. In addition to some words

from the AWL having technical meanings in the field of agriculture, they also found

that many words of general use had academic meanings in their agriculture paper

corpus and should be regarded as academic vocabulary.

Apart from medical and agricultural academic word lists, similar corpus-based

lexical research concerning engineering English also suggests the need to produce

field-specific academic word lists. For example, Mudraya (2006) built a

2-million-token student engineering English corpus (SEEC) and reduced it to 1,200

words encountered in engineering textbooks that are compulsory for all engineering

students. Ward (2009) identified a basic engineering English word list (BEL) for less

proficient foundation engineering undergraduates. The BEL is a 299-word list, which

was claimed to be a relatively easy target for a year’s work. The BEL is non-technical
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in nature but gives excellent coverage of a wide variety of engineering textbook

material (average coverage “16.4%”, Ward, 2009, p.179). Among the 299 words, only

78 words are from the AWL. The AWL with 570 words, as opposed to the BEL with

299 words, gives only 11.3% coverage of Ward’s engineering corpus. Apparently, the

field-specific AWL appears to be more advantageous for EFL learners, who need a

shortcut to higher lexical coverage to bridge the discrepancy between general English

ability and specialized English ability.

Among various discipline-specific word lists, more relevant to the present

research is Konstantakis’ (2007) business word list (BWL). He used a 600,000-token

corpus of business English course books, compiled by Nelson (2000) from 33

published English textbooks for business purposes over a period of 10 years (1986－

1996), and developed a word list containing 560 business-related words and covering

2.79% of the total running words in the corpus. The selection criteria were words (1)

beyond GSL and AWL, (2) appearing in more than 5 course books, and (3) appearing

more than 10 times, after excluding proper names, numerical, Latin words,

nationalities and abbreviations. For foreign language students planning to study

business at English-speaking universities, Konstantakis (2007) suggested that the

BWL be the third word list for learning after the first word list for learning, the GSL

and the second word list, the AWL. The three word lists (GSL, AWL and BWL) in

total gave a 93.17% in coverage.

Different from Konstantakis’ source of data (i.e. 560 high-frequency words

were screened from 33 English course books for business purposes instead of actual

university business core textbooks), the present study targeted postgraduate-level

business research articles and limited its selection to words after the BNC 3,000 (for

the reasons, see above at the end of Section 2.1).
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In sum, the above word lists were made from different contexts and for different

purposes. They have shown the specific need of learners for a more restricted lexical

repertoire that is particular to their area of study. The discipline-specific word lists in

the literature have triggered the present research motive in this regard.

2.3 Research questions

This study sought to answer the following two questions:

1. What percentage of the running words in the Business Research Article Corpus

does the business word list (BWL) need to cover in order to help to reach 95%

lexical coverage?

2. What are the high-frequency words beyond the BNC 3,000 that make up a

business word list (BWL)?

3. Research Method

Two putative coverage percentages in the literature have been suggested regarding the

vocabulary threshold for successful reading comprehension: 95% for minimal

comprehension (Laufer, 1989; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010) and 98% for

optimal comprehension (Nation, 2001, 2006). These two coverage points signal the

possible lower and upper boundaries associated with the lexical threshold.

Considering a very high lexical threshold that 98% may bring about for EFL learners,

95% (for minimally acceptable comprehension) was therefore adopted as an indicator

for calculation in this research.

3.1 The instrument

Once the lexical coverage (the percentage of known words necessary for a certain
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degree of comprehension) was decided, we needed a tool to calculate English words’

occurring frequency and the vocabulary needed to reach the predetermined lexical

coverage. The present corpus was run on the computer software RANGE (Nation &

Heatley, 2002). The RANGE program is a free downloadable zip file from

http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/staff/paul-nation.aspx. As mentioned in Section 2.1,

RANGE is installed with fourteen BNC 1,000 word lists plus proper nouns and

marginal words. It can be used to compare a text against fourteen 1,000 base word

lists to see which words in the text are, or are not, in the lists, and to see what

percentage of the vocabulary items in the text are covered by the lists, namely lexical

coverage. In particular, it can also be used to compare the vocabulary of many text

files at a time to find out what vocabulary items are shared across texts (i.e. range),

their frequency (word family and individually), and whether they occur in the base

word lists. The base word lists involve word families. The criteria used in the RANGE

program to make word families were based on Bauer and Nation’s (1993) six-level

basic word building processes, which include inflections and over 80 derivational

affixes. Word families are regarded as an important counting unit in terms of the

learning load (Nagy, Anderson, Schommer, Scott, & Stallman, 1989). The concept of

a word family is used to represent a group of words whose meanings can be inferred

when the meaning of the base form in the group is known to a learner. Therefore,

comprehending regularly inflected or derived members of a word family does not

require much effort, namely, not having to learn each form separately. For instance,

the headword ache is grouped with its members, aches, ached, aching and achy to

form a word family. Thus, the four family members are counted as the same word

ache. With this computing principle, the RANGE software would read all inflections

or derivatives of a word as its base form and count the range and frequency of them as
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one word family.

3.2 The corpus

The researcher compiled a corpus covering 2,200 business research articles across

twenty business subject areas from online resources, totaling around 7.62 million

tokens (hereafter referred to as the Business RA Corpus). All the sample written

business research articles were downloaded from databases such as Scopus,

ScienceDirect, EBSCOhost, ProQuest and SpringerLink. The top forty business

academic journals were screened first, because they were identified by the Financial

Times and Business Week in their rating of business school scholarly productivity in

the year 2009. These forty journals were therefore considered the most authoritative

and representative in the business academic circle. The subject matter discussed in the

business research articles involved: (1) accounting, (2) economics, (3) finance, (4)

general management, (5) human resources, (6) marketing, (7) operations, (8)

organizational behavior, (9) entrepreneurship, (10) money & banking (11) business

information systems, (12) international trade (13) business administration, (14) risk

management & insurance, (15) real estate, (16) investment, (17) auditing, (18)

business law & ethics, (19) international business and business venture and (20)

business practitioners. Consequently, there were 20 sub-corpora/files. Excluding

tables, notes and references, every sub-corpus consisted of approximately an equal

number of running words, including 110 articles of around 3,463 words each.

3.3 Selection criteria

Since this study set out from the average vocabulary size of EFL business college

graduates (having a vocabulary of around 3,000－4,000 word families) and aimed to
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develop a business word list (dubbed as the BWL) with a high frequency, three

selection principles were adopted: the specialized occurrence, range and frequency of

a word family. If words occurred with a very high frequency but appeared in one or

two business subject areas, they would not be included in the BWL. This is due to the

fact that a word count mainly based on the frequency may have been biased by

topic-related words. The number denotes the priority in sequence.

1. Specialized occurrence: The word families included had to be outside the top

BNC 3,000 most frequently occurring words of English.

2. Range: Members of a word family had to occur at least in more than half of the

20 business subject areas.

3. Frequency: Members of a word family, taken together, had to occur at least 270

times in the corpus of business research articles.

Appearing across at least half of the sub-disciplines as the range criterion for

inclusion follows the same decision made by Coxhead (2000) in developing the AWL.

This decision was admittedly arbitrary for this research. The point at occurring at least

270 times was set after repeated trials until the lexical coverage of BWL contributed

to reaching 95% (lexical coverage of BNC 3,000＋proper nouns＋BWL＝95%). If

we adopted the frequency of occurrence of less than 270 times as the selection

criterion, the words included in the BWL would make up a cumbersome word list that

contains more vocabulary than students urgently need.

3.4 Data processing

The Business RA Corpus contained 7,620,035 running words (tokens) and 28,217

pages of text. The first step of the study was to examine the percentage coverage the

BNC 3,000 would provide, and then a deduction of that percentage from 95% would
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be the percentage the business word list (BWL) needs to cover in order to attain the

target 95% lexical coverage. It should be noted here that the proper nouns listed in the

15th BNC word list should be included in 95% lexical coverage. Nation (2006) took

proper nouns into account in his analysis of novels, newspapers, graded readers and

movies, because they were considered as having a minimal learning burden. Webb

and Rodgers (2009ab) also included the coverage percentage of proper nouns in their

investigation into the vocabulary demands of television programs and movies.

Students can recognize the name of a person or a place from its spelling and

transliteration without much effort. It is also important to note that the 15th BNC

word list in the RANGE program has over 13,000 entries of proper nouns, they are

still not enough to account for all of the proper nouns in a corpus and hence some of

the proper nouns in the present corpora may be classified by RANGE as words Not in

the lists (words less frequent than the most frequent 14,000 word families). Proper

nouns which appeared in the category Not in the lists were added to the 15th word list

in RANGE. As to spoken interjections and exclamations (so-called marginal words)

listed in the 16th BNC word list, they were not factored in for this research. Since the

present corpora were written texts, the very rare occurrence of marginal words with

informal and spoken nature in the academic genre could be ignored.

4. Results

4.1 Research Question 1

What percentage of the running words in the Business RA Corpus does the business

word list (BWL) need to cover in order to help to reach 95% lexical coverage?

The Business RA Corpus involved 9,745 word families listed in the BNC

14,000-word list plus 4,849 proper nouns. Table 1 addresses the first research question

and displays the lexical coverage at each of the BNC 1st－3rd 1,000 word lists as well
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as proper nouns in the Business RA Corpus across twenty business subject areas as a

whole. The first 1,000 word families from the BNC accounted for 71.28% of the

running words in the Business RA Corpus, the second 1,000 word families 11.98%,

the third 1,000 word families 4.21%. The cumulative percentage coverage of the BNC

3,000 including proper nouns was 89.34%. Normally, how we set the frequency

criterion determines the length of the resulting word list, but there is no reliable way

to determine exactly how long it should be. Fortunately, there was not such a problem

in this research because the lexical coverage of the BWL was calculated based on

what was left after the BNC 3,000 plus proper nouns were counted.

Table 1: Lexical coverage of the BNC word lists in the Business RA Corpus

BNC Word
Lists

Running
words
(Tokens)

% coverage
of tokens

Cumulative % coverage in
tokens including proper

nouns

Word
Families

Proper nouns 142,495 1.87% 1.87% 4,849

1st 1,000 5,431,561 71.28% 73.15% 1,000

2nd 1,000 912,880 11.98% 85.13% 991

3rd 1,000 320,803 4.21% 89.34% 941
4th－14th 1,000 634,748 8.33% 97.67% 6,813

Not in the lists 177,547 2.33% 100% See Note

Total 7,620,035 100% x 9,745 word
families plus
4,849 proper

nouns

Note: In the RANGE program, there are no word families made for words not in the lists.
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In reply to Research Question 1, “What percentage of the running words in the

Business RA Corpus does the business word list (BWL) need to cover in order to help

to reach 95% lexical coverage?, we found that the goal for the establishment of BWL

was 5.66% lexical coverage (95%－89.34%＝5.66%).

4.2 Research Question 2

What high-frequency words beyond the BNC 3,000 make up a business word list

(BWL)?

From Table 1, we can see that after the BNC 3,000, the words spreading among

the BNC 4th－14th 1,000 word lists covered 8.33% in tokens and involved 6,813

word families. The next step was to select the most frequent words from 6,813 word

families appearing outside the BNC 3,000 to be included in the BWL until their

cumulative coverage approached 5.66%. With the aid of EXCEL, which can sort word

frequencies in a descending order and can do arithmetic operations, 426 words were

ultimately chosen and formed the business word list (BWL). (For a complete BWL,

see the appendix). All of the 426 word families appeared across more than a half of 20

business subject areas (i.e. dispersion in at least 11 business sub-disciplines). When

the cumulative coverage reached 5.66%, the last word for inclusion in the BWL (Item

426 in the EXCEL worksheet, ranked in an order of decreasing frequency) was

mandate, of which the total occurrences together with its family members were 270

times and ranked in the BNC 8th 1,000-word level. Therefore, tracing back to the

selection criteria for occurring frequency (in Section 3.3), the dividing point was that

the members of a word family altogether had to occur at least 270 times in the

Business RA Corpus.

The appendix displays a full list of business frequent words after the BNC
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3,000. Apart from the frequency of occurrences and range (occurrences across

business sub-disciplines), it also displays the 426 words’ positions/levels along the

BNC word frequency scale. They were: 176 words belonging to the BNC 4th

thousand word list; 81 words from the BNC 5th thousand word list; 49 words in the

BNC 6th thousand; 35 words in the BNC 7th thousand; 27 words in the BNC 8th

thousand; 14 words in the BNC 9th thousand; 15 words in the BNC 10th thousand, 8

words in the BNC 11th thousand; 10 words in the BNC 12th thousand; 5 word in the

BNC 13th thousand and 6 words in the BNC 14th thousand word level.

Referring back to Table 1 and comparing with the 6,813 word families

spreading among the BNC 4th－14th 1,000 word lists that covered 8.33% in tokens,

the 426-word BWL was a more reduced, more restricted word list, which seems to be

a modest, plausible lexical target for a two-month to one-semester language course. A

bold guess is that many of the 6,813 words may be of little immediate use to EFL

business students in terms of their very low percentages to the total.

Among the 426 candidate words, there were twelve statistical or math-related

terms (alpha, algorithm, beta, coefficient, logarithm, matrix, median, multivariate,

parameter, regress, residue and vector), six compounds (database, dataset, keyword,

setup, workplace and worldwide), four computer-related words (download, online,

software and web) and four abbreviations (Euro, GDP, ID and LTD). The question

concerning whether these twenty-six words in total should be included in the BWL is

hard to answer. The twelve mathematic/statistical words are often indispensable in

research papers involving quantitative approaches and analyses. It was not difficult to

infer the meaning of the six compounds from their individual components.

E-generation students may have been familiar with these four computer-related words.

The word GDP should be regarded as multi-word expressions (gross domestic
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product), because it conveys a meaning that needs all three words to be used. ID

(identification/identity) and Euro (Euro-dollar/Euro-currency) are common language

components slipping in and out of modern everyday conversation. Lastly, the word

LTD is the abbreviation of ‘limited’, meaning ‘limited company’. In view of their high

occurring frequencies, these twenty-six words were deemed important. Since this

research aspired to establish a business word list (BWL) to make up a 5.66% lexical

coverage, these twenty-six words were thus included in the list for the time being,

totaling 426 words. They can also be used as a separate short word list for individual

learning.

To sum up, in total 426 word families were found to have occurred beyond the

BNC 3,000 (having fulfilled the Selection Criterion 1: Specialized occurrence), in

more than 10 business subject areas (Criterion 2: Range), and at least 270 times

(Criterion 3: Frequency). These 426 words, directly from the target texts of possible

users, are the commonly-used words traversing the subfields of the business domain.

Regardless of whether students major in economic, accounting, marketing or other

commercial subjects, they may encounter these words very often since they are shared

by different business specialist groups.

A short section of text from the business RA corpus is shown in Figure 1. The

following passage is randomly selected from the business research articles in relation

to human resource management. The words in the BWL are underlined and words not

in any of the word lists are in bold.
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Figure 1: An excerpt from a human resource management journal

A given decision does not yield the fairest allocation of the organization's scarce resources (like

pay equity, promotions, benefits, job assignments). Perceived unfairness is known as

distributive injustice - a deservingness mismatch between the allocated resources that

employees have and the resources to which they believe they are entitled. Greenberg (2005)

explored the notion that people make correspondent inferences when making fairness

judgments: Activities that affect fairness that are seen as volitional and under the actor's own

control (i.e. the organizational agent acted freely to institute a fair procedure) are viewed as

more fair than acts seen as involuntary (the procedure was mandated by legislation).

Moreover, the manner in which managers conduct their interpersonal dealings with employees

(such as treating employees with dignity or with abuse and disrespect) can similarly serve to

assuage or to antagonize -known as interactional justice.

(from ScienceDirect: Jeffery, B., Arthur, A., & Boyles, T., 2007, p.79)

Table 2: Lexical coverage of the BNC 3000, BWL plus proper nouns in the 139-word business RA

excerpt in Figure 1

Word Lists tokens/  coverage % types/  coverage
%

word families

BNC 3,000 116/     83.45% 77/     77% 66
BWL 12/       8.63% 12/     12% 12
Proper Nouns 1/ 0.72% 1/       1% 1
Not in the lists 10/        7.19% 10/      10% 10
Total 139/       100% 100/     100% 89
Note: The words not in the lists are antagonize, assuage, deservingness, correspondent, dignity,

disrespect, involuntary, injustice, scarce and volitional.

Among the 139 words in the above passage, 12 words belonged to the BWL.

Their lexical coverage in the passage was 8.63%, which was better than the target

coverage 5.66% in the corpus as a whole. This small-scale reliability test of the BWL

coverage provides a promising result that the BWL can serve as reference for a

pre-sessional business English course.

5. Discussion

Drawing upon the notion of lexical coverage, the BWL is a 426-word list that gives a



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

83

5.66% coverage of a variety of business research articles outside of the BNC 3,000.

Among the 426 specialized words, there was an overlap of 151 words with the AWL

570, scattered among the BNC 4th－10th 1,000 word lists. In other words, excluding

the 151 academic words from the AWL, the remaining 275 words in the BWL may

represent the widespread sub-technical and technical vocabulary in the business

research domain after the BNC 3,000 most frequent words.

During the word screening, it was found that some words in the AWL occurred

even less than 50 times in the present corpus of 7.62 million running words. These

included adjacent, nuclear, commence, tape, forthcoming, sphere, layer, insert and

notwithstanding and so on. These words echo Martinez, Beck and Panza’s (2009)

criticism concerning the too general nature of the AWL to be useful to ESP learners in

the agricultural area for academic purposes. Though useful, some words from the

AWL may not be immediately necessary and hence become excessive in business

academic settings, as far as EFL learners’ scarce learning time is concerned.

Compared with the general AWL 570, the BWL 426 (adopting 151 frequent academic

words from the AWL after the top BNC 3000 word level) displays a more

business-related vocabulary directly from the target texts, and meets the specificity in

identifying words specific to the particular disciplinary needs of learners.

Consequently, the characteristics of the BWL may be classified into three types:

(1) Words clearly showed an academic sense (e.g. hypothesis, empirical, perspective

and cite).

(2) Words of general use, themselves or their family members, had technical meanings

in the business register (e.g. acquire, merge, breach and resolve).

(3) Words did not show an academic flavor in a strong sense but revealed a sense of

business content domain in connection with profit, strategy, venture and risk.
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These words that may invisibly slip out of the business field and into everyday

conversation were, for example, asset, bankruptcy, stakeholder, portfolio, offset

and the like.

The second category above was in agreement with Martinez, Beck and Panza’s

(2009) finding in agriculture and verified that some words of general use have

technical/sub-technical meanings in discipline-specific texts and should be regarded

as specialized vocabulary.

The present study on the BWL also lends support to the argument that

vocabulary should be taught considering the students’ specific target context. For

instance, the word acquire for general use means (1) take possession of, (2) gain

something by one’s effort or action, and (3) buy. The latter meaning is used more often

than the former in business articles. Its family member acquisition turns to be more

technical and specialized in meaning. In the business register, acquisition often refers

to a corporate strategy or a company action in which a company buys most, if not all,

of the target company's ownership stakes in order to assume control of the target firm.

Likewise, the word merge has the meaning to combine or blend together. Its family

member merger, which appears more frequently than its headword merge, especially

involves the meaning of combination of two independent business corporations into a

single enterprise with the absorption of one firm by a dominant firm. Strategically, a

merger is a combination of two companies to form a new company, while an

acquisition is the purchase of one company by another in which no new company is

formed. Figure 2 presents a concordance sample from the Business RA corpus and the

instances of acquire, acquisition, merge and merger.

Figure 2: Concordance examples of acquire, acquisition, merge and merger
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…if a portfolio company subsequently acquires another company, it will often be charged an

additional fee…

…Buyout firms levy these payments on the companies they acquire…  (buy)

…Successful managers typically acquire a stable of prime brokers…   (gain something by effort or

action)

…employed by large-tier private-equity firms as long as the leveraged acquisition business has been

around…

(the purchase of a company)

…to merge the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) and the Commodity Futures Trading

Commission (CFTC); to establish long-term credibility…                      (combine)

…The entire aerospace and defense manufacturing base, whether it's metals or composites, has made

everyone think about whether to invest or merge. There is a level of euphoria in… (combine)

…financial shops would face CRA requirements similar to those for banks attempting a merger or a

takeover…                         (a new company is formed from a combination of two

companies)

Although the present BWL provides a window to the specialized content areas

in academic research, focusing on frequent lexical items shared across various

business sub-disciplines is still not enough for many non-English majoring students.

Data-driven corpus-based teaching materials should be provided so that students

themselves can make direct discoveries about language uses and patterns (e.g.

prefabs like collocations and idiomatic expressions) for technical and sub-technical

vocabulary in the specialist context. Thus concordancing tools might offer a new

direction for developing teaching materials, thereby enriching non-English students’

language experience. Those lexical items that are common to both the general and

specialist register may have particular uses that will be revealed in concordancing, as

shown above for the words acquire and merge, etc. and classroom exercises using

concordance data may be undertaken as follows.

For example, breach is one of the words in the BWL and involves several

meanings. It can be a noun, meaning (1) an opening/ a rift (2) a violation of a law,
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and (3) a breaking up of friendly relations. It can also be a verb, meaning (4) to break

through and (5) to violate. From the following concordance sample derived from the

present corpus, students may be required to study the meanings of the word breach in

the context and identify the words that collocate with breach and their syntactic

patterns.

1…The legislation enabled shareholders to take a derivative action against the director for breach of duties…

2...There is a breach temptation. Parties will refrain from hurting the other, even at their own expense…

3…Multiplex Limited has been accused of breaching the continuous disclosure provisions of the ASX Rules...

4…acknowledge that Haskins & Sells, hired on a fee basis, have filled breach left by Insular Auditor to audit…

5…the closer a business is to breaching an accounting-based debt constraint, the more likely it is for management

6…the closer a firm gets to a breach of a debt covenant, the greater the incentive to adopt income-maximizing…

7…Indonesia's levels of development have been blamed for breaches in labor laws. Conditions...

8…in the case of multinationals, the probability of ethical breaches can be reduced by managers' taking into…

9…research has examined the implications of psychological contract breach (PCB) on the attitudes and behaviour…

10…negative attitudes and behaviors, the breach of legal contracts often results in grievances and lawsuits…

Activities include matching each of the five meanings above with the correct

concordance lines below and indicating its use as a verb or as a noun as in Answer

Key 1 below.

Answer Key(1) Meanings for breach: an opening/ a rift (noun): Line 4

 a violation (noun): Lines 1, 6, 7, 8, 9 10

 a breaking up of friendly relations (noun): Line 2

 to violate (verb): Line 3

 to break through (verb): Line 5

A series of more difficult exercises concerning the identification of collocations may

pursue, such as finding prepositions, adjectives, nouns or verbs that collocate with

breach as in the  Answer Key (2) below.

Answer Key (2) Collocation patterns for breach:

 collocate with prepositions: e.g. ~breach of~; ~breach

in~
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 Adjective + breach: e.g. an ethical breach

 Noun + breach e.g. a contract breach

 Breach (as noun )+ noun e.g. breach temptation

 Breach (as verb)+ noun e.g breach provisions/constraint

 Verb +noun e.g to fill breach

By using corpora, students gain direct access to abundant examples of authentic

language samples, resulting in a better understanding of the use and patterns of certain

linguistic features. Therefore, corpus-based teaching can help train autonomous

postgraduates who can take charge of their own learning processes.

6. Conclusion

6.1 Findings and pedagogical implications

Although a number of discipline-specific word lists have been reported, the BWL has

been hitherto the only word list exclusively targeted at postgraduate-level business

and management research articles. Students preparing for postgraduate-level business

programs need to be trained with specialized vocabulary that will help them to cope

with the texts of their research articles. The BWL provides a clear and direct access to

the most frequently-used business vocabulary for EFL postgraduates. With more

exposure to business journal articles, EFL learners will consolidate the vocabulary

knowledge acquired from the BWL. As a result, for business students, the learning

sequence after the most frequent 3,000 words should be BWL rather than the BNC 4th

－14th 1,000 word lists in turn, as supported empirically from the present data that the

BWL had a higher lexical coverage (5.66%%) than the BNC 4th and 5th 1,000 together

(3%), the 6th to 9th 1,000 collectively (2%) and the 10th to 14th 1,000 (less than 1%),
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according to Nation (2006). Simply put, after the BNC 3000, greater lexical coverage

is obtained by moving on to learning the 426-word BWL than by continuing to learn

the 4th 1,000 words along the BNC scale. In light of a good return on learning, the

results reflect the need for a more discipline-based recurrent lexis catering to students

with highly specific needs. Equipping students with knowledge of the BWL would

expand their vocabulary breadth and thus facilitate their lexical mastery in business

academic texts. The language barrier may therefore be overcome and attention is

redirected to specialist content.

In conclusion, in order to bridge the lexical gap (a possible shortage of

2,000~5,000 word families between EFL students’ vocabulary size and the vocabulary

demands of business academic journal articles), beyond the BNC 3,000-word level,

we suggest targeting a more specialized vocabulary. By establishing a list of the

frequently-used business technical and sub-technical words, the researcher hopes to

inspire the attention of Business English practitioners and students to this type of

specialized vocabulary.

6.2 Recommendations and limitations

One of the aims in this research was to increase the lexical coverage and thereby

increase reading comprehension. A possible way to raise the coverage percentage of

the BWL even more would be to lower the range and frequency criteria. If the

selection criteria become further loose, i.e. less than 11 for range (which means

including words that appear in less than 11 business sub-disciplines) and less than 270

times for frequency (including words that occur less than 270 times in the whole

corpus), a considerable number of words will be added to the already developed BWL,

possibly contributing to an even greater percentage of coverage. As to the length of



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

89

the BWL concerning whether it can be studied in a manageable way, the BWL must

be tested with students.

Considering the potential significance of BWL in the business academic context

in boosting text comprehension, it may need to be rechecked in another genre of

business, such as business university textbooks, business specialist news, or in other

corpora of business technical reports. Thanks to the advancement of computer

technology, the BWL can be used with concordancing tools to help students raise

awareness of the usage of these words as well as the frequent sequence of words that

accompany them. By concentrating on a more specialized vocabulary, we hope to

prepare non-English majoring students to be in a position to make transitions from

general English to English for specific purposes under the constraint of scarce course

time.
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Appendix

The BWL includes 426 most frequent words beyond the BNC 3000, appearing in
more than 10 business sub-disciplines and at least 270 times in the Business RA
Corpus of 7.62 million tokens, and making a total of 5.66% lexical coverage. The
following table lists the words in the BWL and their occurring frequencies in a
decreasing order, across the number of subject areas (range) as well as their rankings
along the British National Corpus fourteen thousand word levels. Among the 426
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candidate words, there are twelve statistical or math-related terms (alpha, algorithm,
beta, coefficient, logarithm, matrix, median, multivariate, parameter, regress, residue
and vector), six compounds (database, dataset, keyword, setup, workplace and
worldwide), four computer-related words (download, online, software and web) and
four abbreviations (Euro, GDP, ID and LTD). The said 26 words can be learned
separately or together with the other words in the BWL. They are listed below in bold.

The BWL
BNC 4th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 4th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

ASSET 19 7104 0.0932% EURO 11 850 0.0112%

AUDIT 19 4063 0.0533% DISTINGUISH 18 837 0.0110%

STATISTIC 20 4061 0.0533% CONSIST 18 833 0.0109%

REVIEW 20 3890 0.0510% LEGISLATE 19 827 0.0109%

TRANSACT 19 3729 0.0489% ABNORMAL 15 825 0.0108%

NETWORK 20 3653 0.0479% LATTER 19 782 0.0103%

DATABASE 20 3651 0.0479% FORMER 20 769 0.0101%

ACQUIRE 20 3619 0.0475% COMPOSE 19 743 0.0098%

INTERACT 20 3458 0.0454% PURSUE 20 739 0.0097%

CONSTRUCT 20 3360 0.0441% MODIFY 20 726 0.0095%

PARTICIPANT 20 3123 0.0410% RETAIN 20 722 0.0095%

INTEGRATE 20 2924 0.0384% SCENARIO 19 720 0.0094%

SECTOR 20 2897 0.0380% MODE 18 719 0.0094%

CURRENCY 17 2760 0.0362% DIFFERENTIATE 19 702 0.0092%

PERCEIVE 20 2740 0.0360% NOTION 17 699 0.0092%

PUBLICATION 20 2673 0.0351% PROFESSION 17 678 0.0089%

TASK 20 2672 0.0351% RAPID 19 673 0.0088%

PROFESSOR 18 2572 0.0338% SIMULTANEOUS 19 659 0.0086%

IMPLEMENT 20 2558 0.0336% EXCEED 19 657 0.0086%

PERSPECTIVE 20 2553 0.0335% PRIVATISE 13 657 0.0086%

PRIOR 18 2467 0.0324% ALLIANCE 15 640 0.0084%

SUMMARY 20 2461 0.0323% EXPLOIT 19 640 0.0084%

DEPOSIT 15 2460 0.0323% SUPERIOR 19 632 0.0083%

INFLATE 17 2309 0.0303% THEME 18 625 0.0082%

IMPORTANCE 20 2302 0.0302% FRAUD 16 617 0.0081%

OBJECTIVE 20 2187 0.0287% CLASSIFY 18 612 0.0080%

RESPECTIVE 19 2179 0.0286% AMEND 16 604 0.0079%

PRIMARY 20 2151 0.0282% EXPENDITURE 19 596 0.0078%

COMPONENT 20 2075 0.0272% SOFTWARE 19 564 0.0074%
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PROFILE 20 2023 0.0265% COMPETENT 16 556 0.0073%

CONDUCT 20 2018 0.0265% MEDIA 20 548 0.0072%

EXPLORE 20 1914 0.0251% GUIDELINE 19 524 0.0069%

OUTPUT 19 1897 0.0249% COMPLEMENT 20 506 0.0066%

EXECUTIVE 20 1880 0.0247% BUNDLE 16 496 0.0065%

SHAREHOLDER 20 1871 0.0246% ALLEGE 19 488 0.0064%

IMPLY 20 1862 0.0244% CONSISTENCY 17 481 0.0063%

FEDERAL 18 1805 0.0237% ACCUMULATE 18 473 0.0062%

ACADEMY 20 1769 0.0232% PRIVACY 16 468 0.0061%

PARTICIPATE 20 1727 0.0227% INFORMAL 18 460 0.0060%

REFINE 20 1713 0.0225% ELABORATE 17 446 0.0059%

YIELD 19 1700 0.0223% SEQUENCE 17 438 0.0057%

BIAS 19 1693 0.0222% WEB 18 437 0.0057%

EQUATION 20 1683 0.0221% ASSERT 19 434 0.0057%

VENTURE 20 1652 0.0217% ONGOING 20 432 0.0057%

MECHANISM 20 1598 0.0210% GRADUATE 19 430 0.0056%

TREND 20 1581 0.0207% ELASTIC 15 429 0.0056%

ATTRIBUTE 20 1575 0.0207% PHILOSOPHY 18 423 0.0056%

BILLION 19 1562 0.0205% UNIVERSE 18 423 0.0056%

ENHANCE 20 1478 0.0194% URBAN 19 411 0.0054%

CONCLUDE 20 1439 0.0189% ABSENT 16 404 0.0053%

CONSEQUENCE 18 1414 0.0186% HAZARD 17 397 0.0052%

PREMIUM 18 1404 0.0184% VERIFY 18 397 0.0052%

REVENUE 20 1402 0.0184% RESOLVE 20 395 0.0052%

WEALTH 19 1359 0.0178% CURVE 16 392 0.0051%

AGGREGATE 20 1352 0.0177% OVERSEAS 16 391 0.0051%

MERGE 19 1327 0.0174% LEGITIMATE 18 386 0.0051%

DECLINE 20 1320 0.0173% LOYAL 16 383 0.0050%

PERSIST 20 1318 0.0173% IMPORT 17 377 0.0049%

DIFFER 19 1263 0.0166% LOBBY 14 377 0.0049%

PRESENCE 20 1251 0.0164% RURAL 14 371 0.0049%

OUTLINE 20 1245 0.0163% FLUCTUATE 18 370 0.0049%

SUBSEQUENT 18 1223 0.0160% FULFIL 18 370 0.0049%

ENTERPRISE 19 1211 0.0159% EVIDENT 18 358 0.0047%

TURNOVER 20 1209 0.0159% LEASE 16 356 0.0047%

INTERVENE 19 1200 0.0157% ACCORD 19 351 0.0046%

COOPERATE 20 1184 0.0155% DURATION 16 348 0.0046%

PROVISION 19 1182 0.0155% SUBMIT 19 344 0.0045%
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MUTUAL 18 1158 0.0152% CAUTION 20 338 0.0044%

ACCOUNTABLE 17 1147 0.0151% LAUNCH 19 338 0.0044%

UNDERLIE 19 1130 0.0148% ENCOUNTER 18 335 0.0044%

PROPOSITION 16 1120 0.0147% INCUR 16 328 0.0043%

REFORM 18 1080 0.0142% HEADQUARTERS 16 315 0.0041%

PERSONNEL 16 1070 0.0140% OFFSET 18 309 0.0041%

DIVIDEND 14 1012 0.0133% SURPLUS 15 305 0.0040%

GENDER 17 1007 0.0132% CAPITALIST 13 302 0.0040%

SUSTAIN 20 1006 0.0132% ETHNIC 14 301 0.0040%

SPECIFY 20 1005 0.0132% PEER 18 297 0.0039%

ARISE 20 975 0.0128% RIGID 15 297 0.0039%

ACKNOWLEDGE 20 973 0.0128% ENLARGE 12 296 0.0039%

LAG 19 951 0.0125% CLAUSE 12 294 0.0039%

ID 19 942 0.0124% AUTOMOBILE 18 292 0.0038%

MANIPULATE 16 933 0.0122% INTERCHANGE 15 288 0.0038%

FORMULA 20 901 0.0118% ISOLATE 20 288 0.0038%

INPUT 19 890 0.0117% ACCOMPANY 19 281 0.0037%

DECADE 20 885 0.0116% OVERLAP 18 281 0.0037%

PRESIDENT 19 858 0.0113% PRESERVE 19 279 0.0037%

ADMINISTRATION 20 854 0.0112% STATIC 16 275 0.0036%

ANTICIPATE 20 852 0.0112% CONFORM 15 273 0.0036%

BNC 5th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 5th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

JOURNAL 20 6100 0.0801% HORIZON 17 639 0.0084%

ABSTRACT 20 4575 0.0600% ADVERSE 18 630 0.0083%

EQUITY 19 4485 0.0589% INFER 16 618 0.0081%

PORTFOLIO 19 4060 0.0533% EXPERTISE 19 597 0.0078%

RATIO 18 3366 0.0442% COMMODITY 17 594 0.0078%

EMERGE 20 2840 0.0373% COMPRISE 20 593 0.0078%

CORRELATE 19 2747 0.0360% CONGRESS 16 578 0.0076%

EVALUATE 20 2739 0.0359% MINIMISE 18 574 0.0075%

MONETARY 19 2455 0.0322% INDUCE 17 542 0.0071%

DERIVE 19 1959 0.0257% EXPANSION 20 500 0.0066%

DECREASE 19 1913 0.0251% ADMINISTRATIVE 19 490 0.0064%

INNOVATE 19 1777 0.0233% CONTINGENCY 18 475 0.0062%

CONSTRAIN 19 1643 0.0216% DOMINANT 19 463 0.0061%

FUNDAMENTAL 20 1639 0.0215% CREDIBLE 20 458 0.0060%

MANAGERIAL 19 1624 0.0213% INHERENT 19 437 0.0057%
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SUBSIDIARY 17 1578 0.0207% MANIFEST 16 435 0.0057%

HENCE 17 1477 0.0194% EXECUTE 19 421 0.0055%

CLUSTER 17 1241 0.0163% MODERATE 19 408 0.0054%

REGIME 17 1235 0.0162% AGRICULTURE 19 407 0.0053%

DYNAMIC 20 1223 0.0160% CONTRARY 18 383 0.0050%

LINEAR 19 1181 0.0155% NUMERIC 16 380 0.0050%

FURTHERMORE 18 1144 0.0150% ATTAIN 18 366 0.0048%

EXPLICIT 20 1136 0.0149% COMPLY 18 365 0.0048%

ACCRUE 17 1067 0.0140% AUCTION 13 361 0.0047%

ALPHA 15 1031 0.0135% REINFORCE 18 359 0.0047%

DIVERSE 20 1029 0.0135% LOGO 14 339 0.0044%

DIVERSIFY 20 1008 0.0132% TACTIC 18 319 0.0042%

APPENDIX 18 983 0.0129% SOCIOLOGY 12 307 0.0040%

DISCRETE 19 972 0.0128% CHARTER 14 304 0.0040%

INSIGHT 20 954 0.0125% CERTIFY 16 303 0.0040%

ENFORCE 19 937 0.0123% DIMINISH 17 301 0.0040%

CONSTITUTE 20 857 0.0112% RENDER 17 299 0.0039%

MAXIMISE 18 805 0.0106% CONTEMPORARY 16 291 0.0038%

BROKER 17 803 0.0105% CONTEND 20 291 0.0038%

DISCLOSE 16 753 0.0099% WORLDWIDE 19 290 0.0038%

CONSOLIDATE 18 735 0.0096% BREACH 12 277 0.0036%

DIFFERENTIAL 17 723 0.0095% DIFFUSE 16 275 0.0036%

ELIMINATE 20 715 0.0094% RESIDUE 14 273 0.0036%

TRANSITION 20 695 0.0091% STIMULATE 15 272 0.0036%

COLLABORATE 18 658 0.0086% OBSTACLE 16 271 0.0036%

SIMULATE 18 651 0.0085%

BNC 6th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 6th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

CITE 20 7429 0.0975% INFRASTRUCTURE 18 511 0.0067%

DEFAULT 17 1698 0.0223% LITIGATE 14 491 0.0064%

AFFILIATE 20 1475 0.0194% FRONTIER 15 483 0.0063%

DEVIATE 18 1472 0.0193% CONTINGENT 17 465 0.0061%

ETHICAL 14 1315 0.0173% THRESHOLD 17 432 0.0057%

COMPLIANCE 19 1208 0.0159% RETENTION 18 411 0.0054%

INTERFACE 20 1145 0.0150% TAKEOVER 11 410 0.0054%

RATIONAL 18 1135 0.0149% MOMENTUM 14 405 0.0053%

ROBUST 19 1101 0.0144% AMBIGUITY 16 404 0.0053%

EQUILIBRIUM 18 1047 0.0137% SUBORDINATE 16 392 0.0051%
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ENTITY 20 1012 0.0133% GOODWILL 11 360 0.0047%

SEGMENT 20 994 0.0130% AVERSE 16 354 0.0046%

FACILITATE 19 974 0.0128% FACULTY 16 348 0.0046%

PRACTITIONER 19 906 0.0119% PREVAIL 18 348 0.0046%

NAVIGATE 19 896 0.0118% HIERARCHY 15 341 0.0045%

SCHOLAR 17 840 0.0110% JURISDICTION 16 339 0.0044%

WORKPLACE 15 794 0.0104% ACCOMPLISH 19 324 0.0043%

PROHIBIT 18 682 0.0090% ELITE 12 318 0.0042%

NOMINAL 14 675 0.0089% ENACT 15 314 0.0041%

APPRAISAL 14 626 0.0082% DEEM 17 299 0.0039%

UNDERTAKE 20 607 0.0080% CUMULATIVE 14 288 0.0038%

ALIGN 18 589 0.0077% PATENT 13 281 0.0037%

IMPLICIT 17 558 0.0073% SUBSTANTIVE 14 277 0.0036%

WORKFORCE 17 527 0.0069% MANDATORY 13 271 0.0036%

SUBJECTIVE 17 518 0.0068%

BNC 7th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 7th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

EMPIRICAL 20 4656 0.0611% LOGISTICS 15 481 0.0063%

DISCLOSURE 16 2130 0.0280% WARRANTY 17 462 0.0061%

PARAMETER 18 1785 0.0234% DEMOGRAPHY 16 443 0.0058%

CLASSIFICATION 20 1734 0.0228% EMBED 18 436 0.0057%

SETUP 19 1726 0.0227% WAIVE 12 431 0.0057%

MOREOVER 19 1395 0.0183% OMIT 17 413 0.0054%

MODERATED 12 745 0.0098% OVERVIEW 19 408 0.0054%

FISCAL 17 737 0.0097% TRAIT 14 403 0.0053%

CONVERGE 18 660 0.0087% INNOVATIVE 19 400 0.0052%

ETHICS 14 654 0.0086% OPPORTUNE 16 382 0.0050%

MAGNITUDE 16 643 0.0084% REPLICATE 17 380 0.0050%

THEREBY 19 633 0.0083% CONSENSUS 20 354 0.0046%

CAPITALISE 16 608 0.0080% IMPAIR 13 312 0.0041%

QUALITATIVE 19 546 0.0072% DEREGULATE 11 306 0.0040%

METAPHOR 11 544 0.0071% SPOUSE 12 302 0.0040%

COUNTERPART 17 507 0.0067% CAPITA 12 297 0.0039%

DOMAIN 17 506 0.0066% ENCOMPASS 19 271 0.0036%

DIVERGE 17 495 0.0065%

BNC 8th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 8th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

COPYRIGHT 20 3358 0.0441% TANGIBLE 16 436 0.0057%
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VOLATILE 19 2606 0.0342% INCREMENT 17 382 0.0050%

VIOLATE 18 1028 0.0135% AUTHENTIC 11 377 0.0049%

MEDIATE 15 946 0.0124% RESTATE 12 366 0.0048%

DENOTE 17 810 0.0106% COMPETENCE 15 328 0.0043%

DEPENDENCE 18 769 0.0101% DEPICT 16 315 0.0041%

ONLINE 19 745 0.0098% RATIONALE 15 315 0.0041%

DYNAMICS 18 726 0.0095% HIERARCHICAL 15 303 0.0040%

BANKRUPTCY 17 711 0.0093% OVERSIGHT 14 290 0.0038%

MULTINATIONAL 16 644 0.0085% OFFSHORE 13 289 0.0038%

MATRIX 17 618 0.0081% LATENT 14 282 0.0037%

CONFIGURE 13 501 0.0066% PHYSICIAN 11 281 0.0037%

ATTORNEY 11 462 0.0061% MANDATE 16 270 0.0035%

NULL 15 453 0.0059%

BNC 9th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 9th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

HYPOTHESIS 20 5258 0.0690% TRANSPARENCY 16 415 0.0054%

REGRESS 16 3421 0.0449% OPTIMISE 20 376 0.0049%

ENTREPRENEUR 17 2460 0.0323% AUTOMATE 17 334 0.0044%

UNDERWRITE 12 901 0.0118% AUTONOMY 13 330 0.0043%

INVENTORY 19 548 0.0072% HARMONISE 12 326 0.0043%

COLLATERAL 12 507 0.0067% APPRAISE 13 297 0.0039%

MITIGATE 19 448 0.0059% TEMPORAL 14 297 0.0039%

BNC 10th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 10th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

COEFFICIENT 17 3193 0.0419% LEGITIMACY 14 534 0.0070%

OPTIMAL 19 1876 0.0246% INTERMEDIARY 13 522 0.0069%

ENTREPRENEURIAL 13 883 0.0116% PARADIGM 19 515 0.0068%

MEDIAN 15 778 0.0102% DECOMPOSE 16 364 0.0048%

BETA 16 763 0.0100% LOGARITHM 12 293 0.0038%

CAUSAL 16 738 0.0097% ALGORITHM 13 284 0.0037%

VECTOR 14 730 0.0096% PROACTIVE 17 281 0.0037%

DOWNLOAD 20 565 0.0074%

BNC 11th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 11th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

GOVERNANCE 19 1574 0.0207% INTERPERSONAL 11 466 0.0061%

PROXY 16 1012 0.0133% PARENTHESIS 12 383 0.0050%

COGNITIVE 12 899 0.0118% LTD 18 348 0.0046%

HETEROGENEITY 16 586 0.0077% LAWSUIT 11 273 0.0036%
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BNC 12th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 12th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

KEYWORD 17 1138 0.0149% ENDOGENOUS 16 419 0.0055%

ASYMMETRY 17 947 0.0124% SYNERGY 13 396 0.0052%

BENCHMARK 18 778 0.0102% TRANSACTIONAL 14 322 0.0042%

ACCESSION 18 613 0.0080% INFLOW 11 297 0.0039%

ANTECEDENT 12 482 0.0063% IDIOSYNCRATIC 13 290 0.0038%

BNC 13th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 13th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

STAKEHOLDER 20 939 0.0123% POSIT 15 295 0.0039%

NORMATIVE 14 498 0.0065% MULTIVARIATE 15 270 0.0035%

SALIENT 12 310 0.0041%

BNC 14th 1000 Range Freq Coverage BNC 14th 1000 Range Freq Coverage

GDP 15 1136 0.0149% EXOGENOUS 17 380 0.0050%

STOCHASTIC 12 589 0.0077% PAYOFF 15 332 0.0044%

MACROECONOMIC 14 447 0.0059% DATASET 15 299 0.0039%
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Abstract

This study attempts to connect the information within theme and rheme (aspects of

micro structure) with the information in the generic structure of text through

examining the general trend of the placement of four types of appraisals in the

centrality claim section of research articles, and also the exceptions to that trend.

Three hundred research articles were selected from four established journals in
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applied linguistics English for Specific Purposes (ESP), English for Academic

Purposes (EAP), Language Testing (LT), and Modern Language Journal (MLJ)

and searched for emphasis on the centrality claim section of their introductions. Nine

hundred and forty-six tokens of appraisals were found, and of these, 529 (55.92%)

were in the rheme section suggesting that new information is placed in the rheme

section. The study suggests that when authors decide that a particular topic has a fairly

important place within an academic genre, it is very likely to appraise this importance

within the newsworthy section of the clause.

Keywords: theme, rheme, claiming centrality, research article

1. Introduction

One of the most important approaches to the macro-structure study of text is to

analyze it in relation to its communicative functions. During the past two decades, a

substantial number of studies have analyzed the generic structure of Research Article

(RA) because this popular genre is published copiously every year and is the main

channel through which members of a special academic community can share the

findings of their studies with each other (Swales, 2004).

From the different sections of a RA, the introduction section has gained an

upsurge of interest (Bhatia, 1997; Crookes, 1986; Fakhri, 2004; Jogthong, 2001;

Ozturk, 2007; Samraj, 2002, 2005; Swales, 1990; Taylor & Chen, 1991, among others)

because within this section, writers can offer an overall picture of their study and

shape the readers’ final judgment about their work. Thus, interest in studying and

analyzing the structure of the RA introduction (RAi) lies in the challenge involved in

this section, and that nearly all academic writers acknowledge the complications

involved in writing the introduction at the outset of their study (Bhatia, 1997; Fakhri,
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2004; Jogthong, 2001; Ozturk, 2007; Samraj, 2002; Swales, 1990).

Usually at the beginning of their introductions, authors try to show that the

research that is described or the area that is focused on is part of a well-founded

research area, and it is important enough to justify all the efforts put into conducting it.

In the Swales (1990)’s Create A Research Space (CARS) model, which describes

introduction in terms of three moves or communicative functions of establishing a

territory, establishing a niche, and occupying the niche, this typical introduction, and

often in a single sentence statement, is referred to as Claiming Centrality (CC). For

Swales (1990), the goal of CC is to convince members of the discourse community

that the to be-reported research is worthy of note, that is, claiming that the research is

important and crucial. In fact, in CC, authors are attempting to gain readership which

is one of the central and subtle purposes of the introduction section of a RA.

According to Fries (2005), “to articulate a type of appraisal” (p.27), CC relies on four

strategies: temporal (e.g., over the past 20 years), interest (e.g., there has been an

increasing interest in…), quantity (e.g., many linguists), and importance (e.g., … is

vital). A more recent view of appraisal, situated within discourse semantics, describes

how social relationships are negotiated through evaluation of self, others, and artifacts

(Martin & White, 2005). Although Martin and White’s scheme does include

attitudinal and dialogic positioning, the approach in the current study has some

overlap with their intertextual positioning.

Typically, the positioning of CC in placed first, which is referred to as

introduction initial and links the research topic to be investigated with what has

been established in the wider research area and with a more general state of

knowledge. However, on some occasions in the current analysis, CC was introduced

in the middle section of introduction or even within reviewing the related literature
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section.  In order to promote the research area, CC is usually used to express the

importance of the object studied at hand as a central problem or a major factor that

would affect the community- human beings, the society, and the national

development in general. The variables on the occurrence of this section, as manifested

in this study, are believed to mark differences in the disciplines and individual authors.

An important consideration is how information in CC is organized and structured.

Despite the studies on the macro-structure (move) and micro linguistic features of

RAi, we know little about how information is evaluated or appraised in the internal

structure of a move by exploiting appropriate strategies (micro-structures). The study

of organizational structure of a text is a very important aspect of textual

meta-function of language in Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), and many

linguists have regarded this structure as scaffolding within which theme and rheme

are defined (Halliday, 1994). Theme, as “the left- most constituent of the sentence”

(Brown & Yule, 1983, p. 126), serves as “the point of departure of the message”

(Halliday, 1994, p.37). Thus, theme is the speaker/writer choice made independently

of the propositional content, which helps text organization and coherence (Forey,

2002), and rheme refers to all the elements that proceed theme and carry the bulk of

the message.

Reviewing the related literature reveals two evident gaps in the previous studies.

First, while undue attention has been given to theme and its functions, the situation is

not the same when it comes to rhematic studies. Since Halliday’s (1967)

conceptualization of theme, several systemic functional researchers (e.g., Francis,

1989; Ghadessy & Gao, 2000; Halliday, 1998; Hasselgard, 2004, to name just a few)

have sought to investigate the role of theme in the context of discourse. However, this

has resulted in the decline of studies concerning the kind of information that should be
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presented in the rheme section in line with the specific goals that have been defined

for the clause (by its generic structure). Nevertheless, some researchers (Ping, 2005)

suggest paying attention to both the thematic and rhematic patterns. Insofar as rheme

carries the body of the message, it would be extremely helpful to gain an

understanding of the patterned behavior of the rhematic elements, and how theme and

rheme together shape the message in the unfolding discourse. Firbas (1974 as cited in

Sade, 2007) argues about the importance of rheme by stating that elements that

convey New, unknown information in the rheme are communicatively more salient

than elements that convey known information in the theme. The fact that New

typically correlates with rheme can lead one to think that it is rheme which is

performing this shaping role, but there is no evidence for that. Fries (2005) also

believes that authors probably articulate their appraisals in the rheme section of the

clause as it contains new, unknown information.

Second, there has been little interaction between macro (e.g., genre analysis

(GA), or study of situated linguistic behavior) and micro (e.g. systemic functional

linguistics) approaches to the study of text (except for Mirahayuni, 2002), and it is

unfortunate that little attempt has been made to merge these two theories of text

analysis into a comprehensive linguistic framework. It is only recently that linguists

have turned their attention to macro-structure studies of language at all, and for a long

time they have neglected this aspect of structure (e.g., Halliday & Hasan, 1976). On

the other hand, it is within the micro-structure that sentence analysis techniques can

be most easily applied (Hutchins, 1997).  For example, several linguists believe

genres can be distinguished by the type of information contained in the themes of the

text, and that patterns of thematic progression seem to be genre-related (Fries &

Francis, 1992; Ghadessy, 1995; McCabe, 1999; Vande Kopple, 1991).
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The current study is inspired by a mini-pilot study that was conducted by Fries

(2005) to explore the relationship between the distribution of information and the

generic structure of a text.  The results of this illustrative project suggested that

N-Rhemes are likely to contain the information which is directly relevant to the goals

that are determined by the generic structure of a text or a text segment. As claimed by

Fries, N-Rheme which refers to the “last clause-level constituent” has not been

adequately investigated, but may be considered “a working tool” that addresses “how

we know that certain information is presented as New in writing” (p. 12). Fries’s

report is only based on a mini-pilot study, so the results are only suggestive and far

from complete to offer reliable generalizations.

The current study, therefore, aims to offer a linguistic framework within which a

more comprehensive picture of the communicative function of CC (to articulate a type

of appraisal) and the patterns of the distribution of information in this section are

achieved. By analyzing an adequate number of centrality claim samples, attempts are

made to find out whether the locations of different types of appraisals are within the

theme or the rheme of the clauses. To achieve this end, the following research

questions stand out:

1- Is there any general trend in the placement of appraisal expressions within the

CC section of applied linguistics research articles?

2- Is there any particular reason for the occurrence of any probable general trend

or exceptions to that trend?

2. Method

2.1 Instrumentation

The theoretical framework for this study was functional. Fries (2005) argues that in
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trying to relate thematic and non-thematic information to text meanings we can adopt

either of two major approaches known as functional and formal. Within the functional

approach, we tried to identify some important meaning that the text has as a whole

and then try to analyze the language that is used to achieve that end. On the other

hand, within the formal approach we “look for the various ways particular formal

constructions are used” (Fries, 2005, p. 22).

The functional approach was assumed to conform to the goals that were aimed to

achieve in this study. Thus, we checked the distribution of information within the CC

section of the research articles and the particular goal that this section aims to

achieve –to articulate appraisals.

2.2 Data Collection and Analytical Procedure

The corpus used in this study included sample academic texts selected from published

articles in applied linguistics journals. The main inclusion criterion was they would

have to possess a clear CC in their introductions. This preliminary analysis led  to

the selection of articles from four journals in applied linguistics– English for Specific

Purposes (ESP), English for Academic purposes (EAP), Language Testing (LT) ,and

Modern Language Journal (MLJ).

In order to make the study more reliable and to control the intervening variable

of time, the most updated volumes of the journals were selected and listed in a

descending order from 2009 downward, and the last 100 articles which met the

following required criteria were chosen: a) be experimental in design or organized in

the IMRaD (Introduction, Method, Results, Discussion) format; b) have a clear,

straightforward centrality claim section in their introduction section. Thus, the

theoretical articles and the articles published in special issues were excluded from this

study. For MLJ and LT, articles between 2000 and 2009 were included  and for
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ESP/EAP, between 2002 and 2009. Because ESP and EAP journals are structurally

and thematically very similar to each other– also referred to sister journal– they were

analyzed within a single category and 50 articles from each one were selected. The

information concerning the number of articles per volume is provided in the Table 1.

Table 1 Articles Selected for Analysis

Year of
Publication

MLJ LT ESP/EAP

2009
2008
2007
2006
2005
2004
2003
2002
2001
2000

10
11
17
17
12
12
7
4
3
7

8
9
10
19
10
13
12
13
2
4

10
16
25
18
18
9
3
1
-
-

Identifying CC types was, however, not always as clear as it might seem, and, in

a few cases, a particular appraisal expression could be included in more than one

category:

1) There has been a growing realization that… (Quantity of researchers or

increasing interest?)

Sometimes interpreting a particular expression could be problematic. For example, the

second appraisal expression in the following clause is ambiguous, “in recent years

there has been a small but noticeable increase in…”. Should it be considered as the

appraisal expression emphasizing increasing interest or not? In order not to

jeopardize the reliability of the results, these ambiguous examples were excluded

from the data analysis process. Some other researchers have also identified problems
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associated with the CC identification. Deng and She (2005) acknowledge the

difficulty in distinguishing between claiming centrality and topic generalization as

there did not seem to be sufficient linguistic or functional grounds to separate them.

3. Results

Table 2 shows the overall results of the four types of appraisals in the CC section of

the selected research article introductions (for the total of 300 introductions). It should

be noted that CC may recur in the introduction more than once. A general trend is

observed in the placement of appraisal expressions within the rheme part of the CC

sections. Out of 946 appraisals in the sample, 529 (55.92 percent) occupied the rheme

section, while 417 (44.08 percent) occurred in the point of departure of the clause.

This relative superiority is mostly achieved by the significant differences in two

categories − importance of issue and increasing interest. The most significant

difference in the patterns of distribution of information exists in the expression of

importance.  Out of 255 appraisals expressing the importance of issue, only a small

proportion took up the theme section and the rest (85.10%) occurred in the rheme

section.

Table 2 Location of Appraisals in Journals

Theme
F      (%)

Rheme
F       (%)

Totals
F      (%)

Temporally current
(Increasing) interest
Quantity of researchers
Importance of issue
Totals

157 (57.72)
44 (33.84)
178 (61.60)
38 (14.90)
417 (44.08)

115 (42.28)
86 (66.16)
111 (38.40)
217 (85.10)
529 (55.92)

272 (100)
130 (100)
289 (100)
255 (100)
946 (100)

F: Frequency of occurrence
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The results also revealed exceptions to this general trend in appraisals expressing

quantity of researchers, where about two thirds of appraisals occurred in the theme

section of the clause. Similarly, in the expressions that communicate temporal

currency, the appraisal expressions in the theme outnumbered those that occurred in

the rheme position of the clause.

In his pilot study, Fries (2005) also achieved rather similar results. In that study,

he also found a general trend in the occurrence of the appraisal in the last constituent

of the clause, as the appraisals in rheme had an absolute superiority over theme (72.2

versus 28.8 percent). The results of that illustrative project confirmed his hypothesis

that N-Rhemes are likely to contain information which is directly relevant to the goals

determined by the generic structure of the text or text segment. He also found

exceptions in the expressions that conveyed temporal currency with more occurrences

in the point of the departure of the clause. In the appraisals that expressed quantity of

researchers, he found an equal distribution of information on both sides of the clause.

It is possible that the variation between the results of this study and Fries’ project

partly is due to the quantitatively inadequate data used in his study.

The current study revealed that the general pattern, and exceptions to it, occurred

in the different journals with degrees of variation. In all the four journals under

investigation, appraisals expressing the importance of issue and interest of researchers

occurred more frequently within the rheme part of the clause. The results also

indicated that the pattern of distribution of information within CC varies even within

one single discipline, and from journal to journal. For example, in ESP/EAP journals,

there are more tendencies to place newsworthy information within the rheme section

of the clause, but authors who write in LT or MLJ prefer to offer new information
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more frequently within the theme section.

Chi-square analysis was also administered to see if the journals were statistically

different in terms of the distribution of information in the claiming centrality of the

introduction sections. Tables 3 and 4 represent the results of chi square analyses of the

appraisals located in the theme and rheme sections.

Table 3 Chi Square Analysis of the Appraisals Located in Theme

CC
Types

LT MLJ EAP/ESP X2

Temporal
Interest

Importance
Quantity

X2

42
12
15
57

44.85

73
17
13
81

84.43

42
15
10
40

30.9

12.24
0.87

.998~1
14.3

Critical Value: 7.81

Within the theme section, chi square analysis showed statistical differences in

the appraisals that expressed temporal currency (df =2, p<0.05, x2 = 12.24), and those

that expressed quantity of researchers (df =2, p<0.05, x2 = 14.3). However, no

statistically significant differences were found for the appraisals expressing increasing

interest (df =2, p<0.05, x2 = 0.87) or importance of issue (df =2, p<0.05, x2 = 0.998)

that followed the distinct pattern (with more frequency of occurrences within the

theme section).
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Table 4 Chi Square Analysis of the Appraisals Located in Rheme

CC
Types

LT MLJ EAP/ESP X2

Temporal
Interest

Importance
Quantity

X2

47
21
49
43

4.39

34
34
94
33

56.01

34
31
74
35

28.71

2.94
3.23
14.06
1.51

-

Critical Value: 7.81

Within the rheme section, chi square analysis displayed differences only in the

appraisals expressing the importance of the issue (df =2, p<0.05, x2 = 14.06) but no

statistical differences were observed in other categories (see Table 4). Chi square

analyses administered to see the possible differences in the types of appraisals within

one journal are also presented in Tables 3 and 4. Differences in the distribution of

information in the theme and rheme sections were significant in the journals (X2=

44.85, 84.43, 30.9 in theme and X2= 56.01, 28.71 in rheme) save for the appraisals in

the rheme section of Language Testing (X2= 4.39).

3.1 Qualitative Analysis

Different types of expressions are used in the appraisals expressing temporal currency.

A similar classification is found in the appraisal expressions used both in theme and

rheme sections. One of the most frequently used terms is the expression that

emphasizes the word “recent” trends in the field:

2) As demonstrated in a number of recent publications…

3) A number of studies have recently drawn attention…

Another type of temporal currency expressions indicates the changes that

occurred in the past time in the field under investigation:
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4) 21st century psychologists have begun to research…

5) ... has been provided over the past 30 years

There are also temporal currency expressions that are used to state the current

situation of the issue:

6) …now routinely cover both ….

7) …is now widely established as the world language

The appraisals expressing temporal currency were found to follow the distinct

pattern in the distribution of information (with more occurrences in the theme section).

Fries (2005) also found that more than 55 percent of temporal currency appraisals

occurred in the theme section of the clause. Appraisals expressing temporal currency

usually involve the expressions using circumstantial adjuncts (as components of

textual theme) that are very often thematic in nature.

Authors rely on various expressions to emphasize the number of researchers

interested in a particular issue or the works that have been done in a particular field.

Again, a rather similar classification was found in the appraisals that occurred both in

the theme and rheme sections. Many researchers prefer to use the expressions that

emphasize the absolute superiority of the issue under investigation in terms of the

works that have been done in the field:

8) A plethora of studies of group differences has been conducted …

9) There exists a large body of evidence that shows the key role of…

Other authors emphasize the growing nature of the issue under investigation and

that it is still increasing in quantity:

10) More and more educational researchers are adopting…

11) This study builds on the growing body of research (evidence)

A few researchers also prefer to take a more conservative approach and, instead
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of making big claims concerning the number of researchers interested in the issue,

they use more relative terms:

12) Some studies reported that cloze tests…

In his small data, Fries (2005) found only two instances of appraisals expressing

the quantity of researchers or the works done in the field under investigation. One of

these appraisals was found in the theme and the other in the rheme section. Of course,

because of extremely inadequate data in this category, a reliable generalization

concerning his finding was not possible. But the results of the current study revealed

that the appraisals of this kind not only were extremely frequent (out of 946 pieces of

appraisals, 289 emphasized the quantity of researchers or works), but they also had

the most significant deviation from the unmarked pattern (with more than 61 percent

of occurrences in the theme section). This dominant distinct pattern, in fact, represents

quantifiers that precede the subject of the clause and constitute nominal groups that

act as unmarked theme of the clause. Thus, most authors in all the four journals under

investigation diagnosed that appraisals of quantity convey the intended message more

effectively if they are presented in the form of quantifiers accompanying the topical

theme of the clause.

In addition, a wide range of expressions are used to emphasize the importance of

an issue under investigation. Some researchers prefer to make big claims concerning

the importance of the issue, and use diverse adjectival expressions to convey their

ideas:

13) …are in a perilous position in the current educational climate in …

14) …plays a pivotal role in advanced academic literacy.

Other researchers use more relative terms to cautiously emphasize the growing

importance of the issue under investigation:
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15) …is becoming increasingly prevalent in the USA and…

Some appraisal expressions communicating the increasing interest emphasize

the current situation under investigation in terms of the amount of the researchers’

interest, while others emphasize the growing interest in the issue:

16) The enormous upsurge of interest in …

17) The growing interest and increasing popularity of English for Business

Purposes have…

18) …has come to attract significant attention from…

19) …have attracted more and more attention in the…

In general, CC in RAi focuses on the claim that the research topic is important in

some way. In early studies within which the researchers offered examples of CC,

attention was on  those CC types that emphasize claiming interest or importance of

the issue under investigation (Jogthong, 2001; Samraj, 2005; Swales, 1990). Samraj

(2005) believes that making claims through asserting the importance of the issue

under investigation has a prominent place, and so in her corpus all but one centrality

claim concern the importance of the topic in the real world.

Analysis of the corpus revealed that on different occasions, a combination of

different types of appraisal expressions was used. CC carries a communicative

function that is often incorporated more than once in order to emphasize the pivotal

role of the subject, topic, or research focus. Therefore, a combination of these CC

types is often used to intensify the degree of centrality. Four combinations of CC

types that occurred both in theme and rheme sections are introduced below:

a) Combination of temporal currency and increasing interest. Some combinations,

being most frequent, allowed both types of appraisals in the rheme section:

20) …has long drawn a great deal of research interest.
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In some other combinations of this type, the appraisals expressing temporal

currency occurred in the theme while the appraisals expressing increasing interest

occurred in the rheme section:

21) Over the last several years, linguists have become increasingly interested in…

On the other hand, other combinations allowed the theme section to be occupied

with the appraisals expressing increasing interest while the rheme section was devoted

to the appraisals expressing temporal currency:

22) This increasing interest in…has been more recently discussed by …

And finally, on rare occasions, both types of appraisals in a combination occurred

in the theme section:

23) The growing interest and increasing popularity of …have been well

b) Combination of temporal currency and quantity of researchers. Almost the same

classification was found for this type of combination. On most occasions, both

appraisals occurred in the rheme section, and only in a few cases they appeared in the

theme section.

24) …is now a substantial body of research (literature) into the…

In some combinations, appraisals expressing temporal currency occupied the

theme section, and those expressing quantity were found in rheme. However, no

example with the reverse pattern was found in this type of combination.

25) The past two decades have seen an increasing amount of research into various

aspect of…

c) Combination of temporal currency and importance of the issue. In this type of

appraisal combinations, both parts of combination were imminent in the rheme

section:

26) …is now regarded as central to learning a language
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d) Combination of quantity of researchers and importance of the issue. In only a few

examples illustrating this type of combination, both parts of combination took up the

rheme section:

27) …are increasingly seen as an integral part of college students’ writing.

Usually academic writers try to combine different CC types to enhance the

centrality of the particular issue under investigation. It seems that, almost on all

occasions, a combination of CC types consists of a temporal currency and another

type of appraisal.

4. Discussion

The findings of the current study are assumed to be significant for at least three

reasons. First, they reveal how two different approaches to text studies can be

mutually incorporated into a comprehensive linguistic framework. Second, they

demonstrate tendencies of professional researchers in introducing the kind of

information to be presented in the foreground or background of a clause. Finally, they

may also reflect inclinations of the academic journals concerning the type of

information offered in the initial part of an article.

The results of this study offer fascinating insights into the characteristics of the

CC section of RAs. In view of the results reported in this study, it can be tentatively

suggested that there is a general trend in the placement of CC within the rheme

section of the clause. Most of the CC sections in the rheme part involved some

adjuncts or modifiers which appraise the importance of the issue under investigation.

A major explanation could be posited for the existence of this general pattern. CC

carries the information which is at the hub of a message. As a result, the rhemes are

likely to contain information directly relevant to the goals of the text or the text
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segment. Thus, when authors decide that a particular topic has a fairly important place

within an academic genre, it is very probable to appraise this importance within the

newsworthy section of the clause.

Exceptions were also found within this general pattern. In the journals under

study, the appraisals expressing the quantity of researchers occurred more frequently

within the theme part of claiming centrality. For the appraisals expressing temporal

currency, only LT followed the unmarked pattern while the other three journals (MLJ,

ESP/EAP) followed the marked pattern. This tendency may lie in the thematic nature

of empirical papers in the above journals that increases the probability of appraisals of

temporal currency within the point of departure of the clause. Most of the CC sections

appearing in theme involve some expressions that include a temporal concept or some

adjunct or quantifier that emphasizes the quantity of researchers. Individual authors’

tendencies also might affect the pattern of the distribution of Given/New information

within the clause.

These findings are not in line with the study by Mirahayuni (2002) who explored

the relation of text’s generic structure, contexts, and linguistic realization in 60

research articles written by native and non-native researchers in applied linguistics.

The findings from the analysis of information structure showed that while in the

English native-speaker texts, information is organized in the Given/ New structure that

coincides with the theme/ rheme structure, in the non-native texts, the information is

not always structured in that manner. She stated that in many instances, new was

found in the theme while the given elements were presented in the rheme however in

the current study such direct relationship was not consistent. While all the articles

were selected from native-speakers English journals, in many instances the

newsworthy information was presented in the theme section. Thus, the result of this
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study revealed no one-to-one correspondence between native-speaker texts and the

coincidence of the Given/New structure with the theme/rheme structure. It appears that

the distribution of information is determined, in part, by discipline specificity, journal

policy, as well as the individual authors’ calculation to foreground or background

information. Therefore, the pattern of distribution of information might vary

significantly from journal to journal even within one single discipline.

The pattern of the occurrence of appraisals can also be made complex by the use

of more than one appraisal expression in CC. Since applied linguistics is a very

divergent field, the claims may not altogether be very clear for the community

members. Therefore, authors may feel a greater need to establish the importance of

their research area in the introduction to increase readership. A further factor

responsible for using more than one persuasive element within one clause could be the

interdisciplinarity of the field. Because applied linguistics is drawn from a wide range

of fields, the absence of a clear body of theory shared by all the scholars in the fields

may lead to the need for more persuasive writings. As a result, to intensify the

persuasiveness of their writings, authors may decide to use more than one appraisal

expression within the CC section.

5. Conclusion

Research article writing is essentially a specialized form of writing, which requires

more advance knowledge in terms of grammar and discourse. In writing academic

genres in a second language, novice researchers need to be made aware of the

conventions set by the discourse community. Control of the flow of Given/New

information, sensitivity to both micro and macro features of a particular genre, and

knowledge of the linguistic resources to achieve communicative goals are very
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important criteria that give the article prestige and acceptance from the members of

the discourse community. The article writers may need to expand their writing skills

and knowledge of the nature of research article writing in order to gain more control

of the flow of Given/New information, to be more sensitive to both micro and macro

features of a particular journal, and to utilize the linguistic resources to achieve their

communicative goals.
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Abstract

The present study attempted to find out whether ESP instructors in the Science

College of Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman, Iran met curriculum objectives.
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Since there was no specific institutional curriculum, researchers attempted to achieve

this by examining the relation between Nunan s’ (1999) “objective needs” as

perceived by the instructors and “subjective needs” as perceived by the students.  In

addition, they tried to examine the teachers' as well as the students' general attitude

toward the ESP course. A sample of 84 post-graduate students (16 PhD and 68 MSc)

studying geology, chemistry, and physics completed a questionnaire of seven items

and three instructors were directly interviewed by the researchers. Results indicated

that all the instructors and the students emphasized the necessity of offering an ESP

course and had a positive attitude toward the usefulness of the course. Instructors

considered improving reading comprehension, technical vocabulary and pronunciation

as the major objective needs. In a similar vein, students regarded reading

comprehension and technical vocabulary as the key subjective needs. Being one of the

students' primary subjective needs, writing skills were minor instructors' objective

needs and therefore required particular attention. Instructors' special attention was also

needed regarding the other mentioned subjective needs. Finally, the students deemed

translation as the primary developed skill; however, all three instructors explicitly

asserted that translation was not an objective in ESP classroom and they just resorted

to it whenever students encountered reading comprehension problems. Suggestions to

improve the course are presented.

Keywords: needs analysis, objective needs, subjective needs, awareness of curriculum

objectives, attitude toward the ESP course

1. Introduction

Curriculum planners and syllabus designers have a key role in either success or failure

of all educational programs including ESP instruction, since it is they who prepare the
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grounds for instructors' curricular activities (Tayebipour, 2005). Curriculum refers to

a very general concept which involves consideration of the whole complex of

philosophical, social, and administrative factors that contribute to planning of an

educational program (Allen, 1984). In the field of language, curriculum is concerned

with making general statements about language learning, learning purpose and

experience, evaluation, and the role relationships of teachers and learners (Candlin,

1984). When planning curriculum for ESP courses, educators often consult different

sources including books, journal articles and publishers’ catalogues, talk to teachers at

other ESP sites, interview specialists in the target vocation and gather samples of

spoken and written discourse for analysis (Yoshida, 1998). One activity ESP

educators often ignore, however, is consulting with the learners who will or have

benefited from the proposed ESP program (Yoshida, 1998) while the primary issue in

designing an ESP course is analysis of learners’ specific needs (Jiajing, 2007). If

needs are clear, learning aims can be expressed more easily and language courses

become more motivating (Xenodohidis, 2002). In fact, successful experiences in

designing ESP courses show the importance of conducting needs analyses to ascertain

learners' target and learning needs and then integrate the required linguistic elements

and skills into the syllabus (Hutchinson & Waters, 1993).

Although identifying the students' needs is essentially required in planning any

ESP/EAP course, few studies have addressed Iranian ESP/EAP learners’ needs,

specifically at the post-graduate level. This effort is particularly needed because

complaints have been received about the low quality of language preparation among

Iranian post-graduate students. Researchers believe that one possible cause of this

problem is underestimating the language needs of students in ESP/EAP courses. In an
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attempt to tackle this problem, the present study tried to investigate Iranian ESP

post-graduates’ needs from the perspectives of ESP students and instructors.

2. The Study

The primary goals of the present study were to investigate (1) whether ESP instructors

in the Science College of Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman, Iran were aware of

the curriculum objectives, and (2) if they met those objectives. An initial scan by the

researchers showed that no ESP curriculum was available in the four departments of

Science College (geology, biology, physics, and chemistry), and ESP instructors were

the actual curriculum developers of the course. Hence, the premise of this paper was

based on Nunan's (1987) view about the teacher as a curriculum developer. In

Nunan’s (1987) words, sometimes the teachers are responsible for developing the

curriculum. Therefore, the study attempted to investigate the relationship between

“objective needs” as perceived by the instructors and “subjective needs” as perceived

by the students (Nunan, 1999, p.149). The other aim of the study was to examine the

teachers' as well as the students' general attitude toward the ESP course.

In this study, teachers’ attitude refers to their views about the necessity of

having a curriculum, material selection and usefulness of the course. The students'

attitude refers to their general view about offering the course as well as their attitudes

toward the usefulness of the course, course objectives, skills and components actually

developed, and material efficiency.

3. Research Questions

The present study aims to answer the following research questions:

1. Are the ESP instructors aware of the ESP curriculum objectives?
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2. To what extent do the ESP instructors meet the ESP curriculum objectives?

3. What is the attitude of the ESP instructors toward the ESP course?

4. What is the attitude of the ESP students toward the ESP course?

4. Review of Literature

Many articles have discussed the course design for special learners who have specific

professional or academic needs (see, e.g. Bloor, 1998; Puzyo & Val, 1996; Stapp,

1998; Yogman & Kaylani, 1996). Moreover, a great number of studies have

conducted needs analysis to elicit students’ needs and wants and also to understand

students’ attitude toward the ESP course; like Basturkmen (1998) who looked at the

students’ needs in seven departments of the College of Petroleum and Engineering at

Kuwait University and proved the importance of English for engineering students’

academic needs. These articles share many factors that are commonly mentioned

needs of different students in different contexts. For instance, Bin-Tayeh (1996)

investigated language needs of medical students in Sana'a University as perceived by

medical undergraduates, lecturers, and graduates. Results indicated that reading

comprehension and writing were the most important needs in both academic studies

and professional contexts. Computer students of the University of Aizu, Japan also

referred to their ESP needs more specifically in a study by Yoshida (1998). They

proposed the following features to be included in their ESP program: (1) writing,

speaking, discussion, and pronunciation activities; (2) vocabulary development for

basic level students and discussion courses for advanced ones; (3) more

discipline-specific ESP instruction; and (4) more English writing assignments in all

university courses.
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Another needs analysis study for developing a curriculum and course design,

targeted to students of computing in the Institutes of Vocational Training in Greece,

was conducted by Xenodohidis (2002). The study revealed that computer terminology

was the major need of the students, while grammar and speaking were also mentioned

by some subjects. In response to the question of how the course could possibly meet

the students’ needs, participants also referred to attention to speaking, reading

comprehension, plethora of exercises on grammar, and teaching computer

terminology. Regarding the effectiveness of the course, the researcher concluded that

ten out of thirteen students (77%) found the topics particularly relevant to their needs

and interests while three students (23%) found them irrelevant. Students suggested

changes including extra homework/composition, more focus on grammar and

speaking and more teaching hours. Xenodohidis also mentioned that ESP in Institutes

of Vocational Training was considered a secondary course, since curriculum

developers gave no particular attention to ESP and did not provide specifications for

the course content, methodology, etc. He added that the other subjects had

institutional curricula while the only suggestions given to the ESP teachers were

certain commercial books to consult or use. In a similar study by Al-Fadly (2004) at

Hadhramout University of Science and Technology, Yemen, both students and

teachers referred to listening and speaking as the most significant skills in medical

studies. Al-khatib (2005) also conducted a similar needs analysis study among 30

Jordanian travel agency and bank officials. Results indicated that the majority of

workers in both groups believed that increasing their corpus of technical terms and

improving writing, speaking, and listening skills should be given more attention in

designing all of their training courses.
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In developing an ESP curriculum for the learners of various disciplines within a

Chinese industrial institution, Chen (2006) conducted several interviews, first with

administrative personnel in the Education Section and then with the chief engineers.

Chen (2006) differentiated between objective and subjective needs as follows:

Objective needs:

a) Reading specialist literature, academic journals and instructions.

b) Writing instructions, technical and academic articles, and drawing labels.

c) Attending conferences, lectures, and technical or business negotiations in English.

d) Communicating with foreign engineers in design and at work.

e) Visiting and receiving foreign visitors.

Subjective needs:

a) Passing English examinations for professional promotion.

b) Working or studying abroad or in joint ventures.

c) Doing part-time translation.

d) Enjoying films, songs or VCDs’ in English.

Al-Tamimi and Shuib (2010) reported on a survey conducted to investigate the

English language needs of petroleum engineering undergraduates at Hadhramout

University of Science and Technology, Yemen. Results indicated that the subjects

perceived listening, reading, writing, and speaking respectively as the important skills

to acquire. Regarding students’ lacks, the subjects' self-evaluation of performance

indicated that their level in all English language skills was either average or weak.

The students' language wants also showed that their interest in receiving training in
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speaking and listening was slightly stronger than writing and reading. Regarding

usefulness of the English course, results revealed that the majority of the students

perceived the course as "not useful" and "of little use". Students’ viewpoints about

aspects of English course that they should have training in showed speaking,

Listening comprehension, writing, and reading in descending order of importance.

4. 1 ESP Research in the Context of Iran

In Iran, English for academic purposes is offered at the tertiary level and ESP is a

compulsory course in the students’ particular area of study in both undergraduate and

post-graduate programs. A few needs analysis studies have been conducted in the

Iranian ESP context. For example, Alavi and Isfahani (2005) examined  English

language needs of Physical Education (PE)  students from the perspective of five

groups of language users, that are BA, MA, and PhD students of PE, PE instructors,

and officials in PE federations. Results showed that there was a significant difference

among the views of participants on reading, writing, speaking, listening, translation,

and study skills preferences. Participants, however, agreed on the ranking of different

language skills and expressed their highest agreement in the need for reading

comprehension and speaking. Nezhad (2008) also did a similar research among

electrical engineering undergraduates, Persian Literature, and chemistry students at

Kashan University. Results indicated that all three majors ranked reading

comprehension as their first language need. Students of different majors also had

different attitudes towards their course materials. Electrical engineering and chemistry

students had a positive attitude towards their course materials. However, Persian

Literature students did not have a positive attitude towards their ESP class. All of the

participants held a positive attitude toward their ESP course as a whole. In a study of
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the language needs of undergraduate medical, engineering, and humanities students,

Eslami (2010) also found that there were discrepancies among the perceptions of

instructors and students in terms of the importance of different problems in the ESP

instruction. Students preferred learner-centered classes and required greater

involvement in class activities. Limited vocabulary, excessive use of translation

activities, poor listening, speaking, writing and reading comprehension, boring classes,

and lack of instructors’ emphasis on the use of the Internet were ranked as highly

important problems by the students. There were also similarities and differences in the

perception of students in different academic fields.

Generally speaking, the number of ESP needs analysis research studies

conducted in Iran is very limited and since specific academic disciplines are shown to

affect the needs of the students (Ferris & Tagg 1996), researchers believe that Iranian

educational administrators, particularly curriculum designers, would benefit from

further needs analysis research. Furthermore, most of the Iranian studies have

examined undergraduates’ needs. The present study therefore attempts to find out

post-graduate Iranians’ needs in the field of ESP from the perspective of ESP students

and instructors.

5. Method

5.1 Participants

Participants of the present study were of two groups. Group (1) consisted of 84 male

and female MSc and PhD university students studying at the Science College of

Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman, Iran. The male to female ratio of the

participants was 36 to 48 and their majors were physics, chemistry, and geology. All

of the participants had either completed or were currently attending the course. The
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PhD Program in the Science College did not involve ESP and all of the PhD students

who took part in the study were asked about the ESP course they had passed in their

MSc program.

Physics students studied in six branches of atomic physics, particle physics,

nuclear physics, quantum physics, geophysics and astronomy. Chemistry students

studied in five branches of inorganic chemistry, physical chemistry, pure chemistry,

organic chemistry and analytical chemistry. Geology students studied in the branch of

environmental science. Group (2) of the participants included three university

instructors teaching ESP in three majors of physics, chemistry, and geology. The

frequency and percentage of group 1 participants are depicted in Table 1.

Table1. Frequency and percentage of G(1) Participants

5.2 Instruments

Group (1) was administered a questionnaire specifically developed by the researchers

in the participants’ native language (Persian) (Appendix 1). The seven item

questionnaire provided researchers with the participants' general attitude toward the

course and their specific subjective needs (research question 4). Question 1 of the

questionnaire was designed to obtain some demographic information about the

students’ major, branch of study, educational degree and whether they had completed

Physics Geology Chemistry
M. Sc. 18 16 34
Ph.D. 2 0 14
Total 20 16 48

Percentage 24% 19% 57%
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or were currently attending the course. Questions 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 inquired the

students’ general attitude toward the course and the open-ended question 7 sought the

students' subjective needs.

Instructors (group 2) were personally interviewed by the researchers. The

semi-structured interview included nine questions (Appendix 2) seeking answer to the

research questions 1, 2, and 3. Question 1 obtained demographic information from the

instructors and question 3 investigated the instructors’ awareness of the ESP

curriculum objectives (research question 1). Question 5 sought the extent to which

instructors met curriculum objectives (research question 2) and question 8 examined

whether the materials fulfilled curriculum objectives (research question 3). Questions

2, 4, 7 and 9 also surveyed the instructors’ attitude toward the course (research

question 3), and question 6 asked about the instructors’ objective needs.

5.3 Results and Data Analysis

5. 3. 1 Questionnaire

Analyzing the questionnaire for students yielded the following results:

At the time of investigation, 96% of the participants had completed the course and 3%

were still attending it. In expressing their general attitude toward the course (question

2), 92% of the students agreed, 5% partially agreed and 3% disagreed.

Question 3 investigated the participants’ attitude toward the course objectives.

Since the participants were allowed to select more than one choice, results indicated

that 73% of the participants considered reading comprehension as the main objective

of the course, followed by translation of technical texts (56%), learning technical

vocabulary (45%), writing technical texts (23%), and learning grammar (13%).

Moreover, a few participants (2%) referred to speaking and the ability to use the
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Internet as additional objectives. Figure1 shows participants’ attitude toward the

course objectives.

Figure1 Participants’ attitude toward the course objectives
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Question 4 surveyed the participants’ attitude toward language skills (e.g.

speaking, listening, etc.) and components (e.g. vocabulary, grammar, etc.) developed

throughout the course (students were allowed to choose more than one option).

Analysis of the results (Figure 2) revealed that 62% of the participants agreed that

translation of technical texts was the primary practice in the ESP classrooms, followed

by reading comprehension (57%), learning technical vocabulary (41%), writing

technical texts (20%), and learning grammar (8%). Five percent of the participants

also claimed that the ESP classes did not help to improve any language skills or

components.

Figure 2 Participants’ attitude toward the language skills and components actually developed
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Question 5 examined the students’ attitude toward material efficiency. Findings

(Table 2) showed that 17% of the participants considered the material as completely

useful, 39% considered it as useful, 35.7% as partially useful, and 8% as useless. To

achieve a better understanding of the students’ attitude toward material efficiency,

data reduction was performed to change the two options of completely useful and

useful to one option of useful. Results showed that more than half of the students

(56%) found the material useful, which was in contrast to 8.3% who had considered it

useless.

Table 2. Students’ Attitude toward Material Efficiency

Frequency Percent

Valid

Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Useful 47 56.0 56.0 56.0
Partially
Useful 30 35.7 35.7 91.7

Useless 7 8.3 8.3 100.0
Total 84 100.0 100.0



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

136

In question 6, the students provided their general evaluation of the usefulness of

the course. Results (Table 3) show that 30.8% of the participants found the course

completely useful, 43% considered it useful, 19% partially useful, and 8% useless.

Data reduction shows that 73.8% of the students found the course useful, 19%

partially useful and 7.1% useless.

Table 3. Students’ Attitude toward Usefulness of the Course

In question 7, participants reported their subjective needs. The main reported

needs included reading comprehension (46%), writing technical texts (30%), getting

familiar with technical vocabulary (23%), translation of technical texts (22%), focus

on grammar (19%), using materials closely related to learners’ branch of study (10%),

assigning more credits to the course and offering it through 3 to 4 succeeding

semesters (9%), and speaking (5%). The other needs reported by the subjects are

described in Table 4.

Table 4. Students’ Other Subjective Needs

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Useful 62 73.8 73.8 73.8
Partially
Useful 16 19.0 19.0 92.9

Useless 6 7.1 7.1 100.0
Total 84 100.0 100.0
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5. 3. 2 Interviews with Instructors

Geology Instructor

ESP for Geology students was taught by a geology professor who had got his Ph. D.

in geomorphology from Tabriz University, Iran and had three years of experience in

teaching ESP to M. Sc. students. According to him, ESP for geology students was a

pre-requisite course offered only to the students of environmental science, since the

courses in this branch contained a lot of new technical vocabulary necessary to be

taught to the learners. Nevertheless, this instructor mentioned that ESP could also be

useful if it is offered to the students of other branches too.

Findings also indicate that there was no administrator-designed curriculum for

the Geology ESP course. According to the ESP professor, an administrator-designed

curriculum is not necessary if the instructor is expert enough in teaching the subject

matter. He formulated his curriculum based on his experience and the students’

Learners’ other Subjective Needs Frequency

Using up-to-date technical materials 4

Listening comprehension 2

Focus on pronunciation 2

Improving general English 2

Focus on distinctions between British and American pronunciation 1

Using monolingual dictionaries 1

Not overemphasizing on grammar 1

Offering subject matter courses in English 1

Turning the course into a compulsory one 1

Using authentic English textbooks 1

Enhancing classroom activities 1

Not overemphasizing on literal translation 1

Not overemphasizing on grading 1

Motivating learners 1

Not overemphasizing on trivial points 1

Paying equal attention to all language skills 1
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feedback. He inquired about the students needs by asking their view points throughout

the term and his curriculum was flexible enough to make the changes he felt

necessary. He believed that knowing the students’ needs could be a good source for

modifying the curriculum and improving the course quality but the teacher’s

experience should be the basis for developing a curriculum.

The Geology instructor referred to the main objectives of the course as learning

technical vocabulary and reading comprehension with especial attention to

pronunciation and little attention to speaking and writing.

The course material for Geology students was an international textbook called

Environmental science: Earth as a living planet. One chapter of the book was covered

every session and teaching practice included pre-reading of the text by the students at

home, answering the students’ questions by the instructor at the classroom, providing

Persian translation of some parts of the text if necessary, and focusing on some

significant points of the text by the instructor.

Generally speaking, the Geology instructor had a completely positive attitude

toward the ESP course and perceived it as a necessity for students to learn technical

vocabulary and become familiar with the fundamentals of the subject matter.

Physics Instructor

The ESP course for physics students was taught by a Physics professor who had got

his PhD in Particle Physics from England and had ten years of experience in teaching

ESP to the MSc students. According to him, ESP for physics students was a

pre-requisite course offered by the department. The instructor as well as the Physics

Department confirmed that there was no administrator-designed curriculum for this

course. The instructor believed that a curriculum was not necessary, as the authorities
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mostly do not have enough knowledge about the students’ needs. He formulated his

curriculum based on his experience and personal instinct. According to him, 10 years

of experience in teaching ESP had given him insights into the students’ needs and he

could instinctively distinguish the specific needs of any new group after a few

sessions. He did not mention any specific ways of communicating the students’ needs

and he believed that his students were free to talk about their needs in his classes.

The Physics instructor referred to the objectives of the course as improving

pronunciation, learning how to use both monolingual and bilingual dictionaries,

improving technical vocabulary, learning all secondary meanings of the general words

in context, punctuation, reading comprehension, and most importantly, learning how

to learn English and improve one’s self-confidence.

Course materials included the instructor and the students’ up-to-date internet

articles. Classroom practice, as mentioned by the instructor, involved pre-reading of

the materials at home and discussing difficult points in the classroom. The teacher

also provided the students with some subject matter articles to be discussed regarding

the pronunciation of technical terms, the meaning of technical and general words, and

grammatical points.

The Physics instructor further added that offering the course was a necessity;

however, it was better to offer it as an obligatory course with more credits, as students

were mostly weak in the subject matter.

Chemistry Instructor

The ESP course for Chemistry students was taught by a Chemistry professor with

about 20 years of experience in teaching ESP to MSc students. He received his PhD in

Analytical Chemistry in England and affirmed the lack of an administrator-designed

curriculum for this pre-requisite course. He pointed to the teacher’s experience and his
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perception of the students’ needs as the best sources of deciding about materials and

classroom activities. He further added that having an administrator-designed

curriculum somehow restricts the instructor, since in developing such a curriculum all

the instructors’ view points are not taken into account and the curriculum mostly does

not use up-to-date materials. Therefore, it is preferable for the instructors to make

their own decisions about the overall objectives of the course. He believed that the

instructor can develop a flexible curriculum that can be easily modified according to

the students’ needs. He detected the needs of his students through formative

assessment and by term quizzes and exams.

The main objectives of the course, as mentioned by the instructor, included

reading comprehension, pronunciation, and preparing the students for writing in

English. The course materials were various journal articles and textbooks to cover the

needs of the students of different branches of chemistry, since students of all branches

with different needs attended the same ESP class, and to make them familiar with the

technical vocabulary of their specific branches of study. Classroom practice included

students’ pre-reading of the texts at home, discussing comprehension problems in the

classroom, improving technical vocabulary (by providing synonyms and antonyms),

and focusing on the communicative translation and sometimes grammatical points.

The Chemistry professor considered offering the course quite necessary and

believed that the students should not be allowed to take experimental courses before

passing ESP. He further added that although this three-credit course, offered by the

department itself, was not really enough, at least it prepared the learners for doing

future research activities.

6. Discussion
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6.1. Instructors’ Awareness of Curriculum Objectives (Research Question 1) and

the Extent to Which They Meet Curriculum Objectives (Research Question 2)

The researchers’ primary attempt was to investigate whether ESP instructors were

aware of the curriculum objectives. However, it was found that no ESP curriculum

was available for the MSc students of the three mentioned majors. The reason, as

stated by the instructors, was that the ESP course was a pre-requisite offered

autonomously by the relevant departments based on the instructors’ perceptions of the

students’ needs. Consequently, it was up to the instructors to decide upon the course

objectives and materials.

The lack of a curriculum for the ESP course in the Science College was partially

similar to the Institutes of Vocational Training in Greece where, according to

Xenodohidis (2002), ESP was deemed a secondary course, since curriculum

developers paid no particular attention to it and did not specify different aspects of the

course such as content and methodology. Absence of curriculum can be problematic

for the teacher. One problem is that the EFL teacher in ESP classroom consults and

uses books on, for example, general engineering or mechanics, perceiving that they

might include useful information for the students, but the ultimate products of this

approach are boring lessons, frustrated and sometimes provocative students who

showed disruptive behaviors (Xenodohidis 2002). The teacher, thus, feels anxious and

helpless whenever he goes to the classroom. His self-esteem as a professional and as a

human being is lost and he may even quit the job.

Regarding the necessity of having a curriculum, and contrary to the viewpoints of

Xenodohidis (2002), all the three instructors of the present study agreed on the

benefits of having an instructor-planned curriculum. They asserted that the

instructors’ personal experiences and their perceptions of the students’ needs and
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areas of weakness suffice ESP course design. They referred to the restrictions of

having an administrator-designed curriculum as lack of the authorities’ overall

knowledge about the students’ needs, discounting instructors’ viewpoints, and not

proposing up-to-date materials.

6.2. Instructors’ Attitude toward ESP Course (Research Question 3)

As mentioned before, in the present study, instructors’ attitude refers to their view

points about the necessity of having a curriculum, usefulness of the course, and

material selection. Results indicate that all three instructors strongly emphasized the

necessity of offering the course. They believed that, although the course is limited in

time, it is generally effective and capable of preparing the students for using different

English sources for their research projects as well as setting the ground for

self-directed learning. In a similar vein, the students agreed on the usefulness of the

course.

The instructors of the study employed a combination of various textbooks and

journal articles related to the students’ fields of study and believed that specified

course books could "impose learning style and content on the classes" (Littlejohn,

1998, p. 205). So they preferred to use different resources and resorted to Harmer’s

(2001) viewpoint about course book use by omitting and replacing some parts of the

books or changing some others to make them more appropriate for their students.

Moreover, the instructors asserted that self-developed or adjusted materials could

specifically fulfill their self-planned objectives.

6.3. Students’ Attitudes toward ESP Course (Research Question 4)
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As already stated, students' attitude refers to their general view point about offering

the course as well as their view points about course objectives, the skills and

components actually developed, and the usefulness of the course and the material.

Since 92% of the students agreed, 5% partially agreed, and 3% disagreed to taking

ESP course, it is evident that the majority of the participants had a positive attitude

toward completing the course. It is also notable that all the 3% opponents of the

course actually agreed with offering it and just rejected the way in which it was being

offered in the Science College. This findings point to the conclusion that Iranian

graduate students have realized the importance of ESP courses and the impressive role

of English, as the de facto international language of science and technology (Joesba &

Ardeo, 2005), in their future academic and vocational promotion.  They believed that

the course could help them in the following manners: (1) achieving the ability to read

and comprehend technical texts; (2) learning technical vocabulary; (3) achieving the

ability to translate technical texts; (4) achieving the ability to write technical texts; and

(5) improving general English proficiency.

Comparison between the students’ attitude toward the course objectives and

skills and components actually developed reveals that although students considered

reading comprehension to be the primary objective of the course (73%) followed by

translation (56%), the actual practice in the classroom was mostly translation (62%),

followed by reading comprehension (57%). It is notable that all three instructors

explicitly asserted that translation was not an objective in the ESP classroom and they

resorted to it only when the students encountered reading compression problems.

Hence, from the instructors’ view, translation played a facilitative role to improve

reading comprehension and was not a practice of pure literal translation. However, it

seems that translation activities had encouraged translation skills rather than
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contributing to reading comprehension. The Instructors considered reading

comprehension, developing technical vocabulary, and pronunciation as the major

objective needs. In a similar vein, students regarded reading comprehension and

technical vocabulary as the key subjective needs. This finding partly supports the

results of Bin-Tayeh’s (1996) study on the language needs of medical students in

Sana'a University. He found that reading and writing were mostly needed in both

academic studies and professional commitments. Nikui Nezhad’s (2008) investigation

into the ranking of academic needs of undergraduate electrical engineering, Persian

Literature, and chemistry students at Kashan University also indicated that reading

comprehension was the first essential need of all of the participants. Results, however,

differ from Al-Tamimi and Shuib’s (2010) study, where Yemeni participants’ interest

in receiving training in speaking and listening was slightly stronger than reading and

writing. Various results of different studies of needs analysis in different contexts

proved the importance of conducting needs analysis in improving learning. As

Brindley (1989) argued, according to theories of adult learning, adults learn better if

the program content is geared to their immediate concerns.

The participants of the present study did not perceive pronunciation as a major

subjective need, because they believed that they could check the correct pronunciation

of technical terms in related dictionaries and class time could be devoted to other

activities. Regarding the next three language skills and components, there was a

one-to-one correspondence between the participants’ objectives of the course and the

actual practice. The two additional objectives mentioned by the students, namely

speaking and the ability to use the internet, were not reported to be practiced at all.

The instructors believed that since English is used as a foreign language in Iran,

students did not have many opportunities to apply their language knowledge in speech.
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They added that considering shortage of time and the students’ content courses were

not in English, class activities should primarily focus on the tasks that can improve

academic and job-related skills.

Although writing was the second major subjective need, it was the fourth

developed skill and only two of the instructors paid very little attention to it due to

lack of time. However, students’ needs explicitly revealed the significance of writing

as one of the primary subjective needs, because sometimes in content courses,

students were required to write essays in English. Participants of other studies

(Yoshida 1998, and Al-khatib 2005) also put writing in the highest rank among their

subjective needs.

Finally, there was a one-to-one correspondence between instructors’ focus on

grammar and students’ needs. Table 5 shows instructors’ objectives needs and

students’ major subjective needs ranked in the order of importance.

Table 5 Objective and Subjective Needs in Order of Importance

Regarding material efficiency, the majority of the students found the materials

useful (56%) or partially useful (35.7%). This may be related to the use of different

textbooks and up-to-date journal articles that could partially meet their needs.

Results of the students’ attitude toward usefulness of the course indicated that

unlike the study by Al-tamimi and Shuib (2010) in which the majority of the students

did not find the course useful or of little use, the ESP course in the Science College of

Instructors’ objectives needs Students’ major subjective needs

1       Reading Comprehension

2 Technical Vocabulary

3 Pronunciation

4       Writing

5       Grammar

1 Reading Comprehension

2 Writing

3 Technical Vocabulary

4 Translation

5 Grammar
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Kerman University has been successful and more than73% of the students perceived it

efficient. This success can be attributed to the use of efficient materials which

satisfied the students’ needs. Alignment between the instructors’ objective needs and

the students’ subjective needs in terms of reading comprehension, grammar, and

technical vocabulary can be mentioned as the other underpinning reason. Table 6

depicts skills and components actually developed in the students from students’ view

point and their subjective needs.

Students also mentioned other subjective needs that received little attention on

the part of instructors as follows: (1) using materials closely related to the learners’

branch of study, (2) assigning more credits to ESP course in succeeding semesters,

and (3) speaking.

Table 6 Skills/components Developed in Students

7. Conclusion

To sum up, the present study attempted to find out the awareness of ESP instructors in

the Science College of Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman of the ESP curriculum

objectives, and whether the objectives are met. Results indicate that no official

curriculum was available in the Science College and the teachers developed their own

curricula.

Skills/components  developed in

students from students’ view point

Students’ major subjective needs

1      Translation

2      Reading Comprehension

3      Technical Vocabulary

4 Writing

5      Grammar

1     Reading Comprehension

2     Writing

3     Technical Vocabulary

4     Translation

5     Grammar
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The study also reported helpful information about both the students’ subjective

needs and the teachers’ objective needs. Findings indicate that in terms of reading

comprehension, grammar, and partly technical vocabulary, there was alignment

between the instructors’ objective needs and the students’ subjective needs. However,

writing skill, which was among the major subjective needs, was deemed a minor

objective need and requires particular attention on the part of instructors. Applying

materials directly related to the learners’ branch of study was another significant

subjective need mentioned by the students. Some of the subjective needs, such as

using updated technical materials, motivating learners, increasing classroom activities,

and not overemphasizing literal translation, were among the needs that could be easily

met by the instructors through the ESP course. However, some of the subjective

needs, such as developing listening comprehension, improving speaking, and

enhancing general English proficiency, required more time and consideration.

Finally, in order to improve the ESP course, researchers propose that the

official administrators play a more active role in the course design and reconsider the

current ESP programs. They ought to develop particular curricula for various fields of

study and review the syllabus design, teaching methodologies, and instructional

materials in order to enhance the instruction efficiency. Also through an ongoing

assessment of the students’ needs and teachers’ opinions, they would satisfy both

students’ and teachers’ needs and diminish the discrepancies between these two

groups.

Any discrepancies between teacher and student objectives were not discussed

with the instructors such discussions to find out whether the instructors have been

neglecting the needs of their students or not could be pursed in further research

studies.
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Appendix 1
Students’ Questionnaire

1.    a. major……………..                   b. branch………….
c. educational degree………….

d. Have you passed the ESP course?
a. I have already passed it

b. I am passing it right now
2.  Do you generally agree with offering the course? Give your reasons.

a. agree             b. partially agree               c. disagree

………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………
3.  In your opinion, what are the ESP course objectives? (You can select more than
one option)

a. writing technical texts
b. translation of technical texts
c. learning grammar
d. reading comprehension
e. learning technical vocabulary
f. if you there are any other objectives, please mention.

…………………………………………………………………………………………
What language skills and components does this course actually develop in you? (You
can choose more than one option).

a. writing technical texts
b. translation of technical texts
c. learning grammar
d reading comprehension
e. learning technical vocabulary
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f. if you there are any other objectives, please mention.

………………………………………………………………………………………
5. What is your attitude toward the offered materials?
a. completely useful b. useful      c. partially useful d. useless

6. What is your general evaluation of the offered ESP course?
a. completely useful       b. useful      c. partially useful d. useless

7. What objectives should the ESP course follow to meet your needs?

………………………………………………………………………………………..
………………………………………………………………………………………..

Appendix 2
Instructors’ Interview

1.  a. Name- Surname…….
b. Major……..
c. Degree…….
d. Graduated from………..
e. Teaching experience on ESP course: ……….years

2. Do you generally agree with offering ESP course for the students of this major?

3. Do you have any specific curriculum for teaching ESP to post-graduate students?

4. Do you believe it to be necessary to have a specified curriculum?

5. How much is the existing curriculum applicable?

6. What are the objectives of offering ESP course from your point of view?

7. What are your teaching materials? How did you choose them (your criteria)?

8. Do your selected materials meet the objectives of the curriculum?

9. How do you generally evaluate ESP course?
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Abstract

English for General Purposes (EGP) is a compulsory 3-hour-per-week course offered

to undergraduate students at the University of Tabriz, Iran. The main goal of this study

was to evaluate the EGP course from the point of view of needs analysis (NA). NA is
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one of the major components of any curriculum which needs to be investigated at any

stage of the course. In order to investigate whether the EGP course fulfills students’

needs, wants, lacks, and interests, a questionnaire was distributed to 408 ex-EGP

students and 12 language instructors and a semi-structured interview was conducted

with 36 students and 12 instructors. The results of the study reveal that the EGP

course is mostly text-based and reading-oriented which barely prepares students for

the multimodalities of modern workplace and various challenges of new literacies in

academic contexts. In order to cater for students’ needs, the EGP course should focus

on all the language skills, develop students’ communicative abilities, adopt a

discipline-centered approach based on students’ field, use communicative textbooks,

promote group work and task-based activities, encourage language use and production,

and provide teaching aids. This study could be useful for curriculum designers,

material writers, practitioners and researchers in the fields of EAP and ESP.

Keywords: NA (Needs analysis), EGP (English for General Purposes), The

University of Tabriz

1. Introduction

The EAP (English for Academic Purposes) courses at the University of Tabriz fall into

two types: EGP (English for General Purposes) and ESP (English for Specific

Purposes). The EGP course is coordinated by the English Language Department and

English language instructors teach it at the twelve faculties of the University of Tabriz

but the ESP course is taught by the subject instructors at their own faculties. However,

as Mazdayasna and Tahririan (2008, p. 278) contend, the EAP courses in Iran “have

marginal status at the tertiary level.” Therefore, most of the students have low level of

proficiency in general English. When students graduate, they face many problems not
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only in workplace but in educational setting. Since English in Iran is the only Foreign

Language studied, the EGP classes are the only opportunity for the students to study

and practice language. However since these classes emphasise reading and grammar,

most of the students are rather weak in communicative competence, language learning

strategies and oral skills.

If we, as language teachers, are concerned with our students’ future needs,

wants, and wishes, and if we intend to prepare them for the challenges of the

globalization era, we should lay the foundation of a more comprehensive approach by

conducting needs analysis (NA). Kaewpet (2009, p. 275) believes that “a curriculum

that is designed around the needs and interests of learners constitutes a sound

foundation for instruction.” It is through the NA that a vast amount of information can

be obtained about students, course, teachers, resources and institution. Moreover,

various types of analyses can be carried out under the NA process such as: target

situation analysis, means analysis, present situation analysis, deficiency analysis, and

strategy analysis. It is through these analyses that useful materials can be developed

and appropriate methods can be opted for. Also, the information obtained can assist us

in enhancing the teaching-learning processes and focus learners’ attention on their

academic courses. Therefore, it is believed that curriculum developers and syllabus

designers in higher level decision-making centers play a vital role in the provision of

the EGP course at the University of Tabriz, Iran.

At the University of Tabriz, the EGP course is similar to what West (1994)

refers to as TENOR (Teaching English for No Obvious Reason). As Lambert (2010,

p. 101) maintains, “TENOR leads to situations in which instruction is generally

unfocused, learner motivation is lower than it could be, and learners come out of

individual courses … without any clear idea of what they have learned or the ability to



The Asian ESP Journal. Volume 7 Issue 4. December 2011

156

pull it together for any functional purpose.” As a result, students at the University of

Tabriz take the EGP course only to fulfill graduation requirements without being able

to put language into practical use. Also, the teachers habitually and unvaryingly teach

the EGP course without considering the students’ problems. It has been observed that

there is actually no cooperation and communication between the English Language

Department and other disciplines about the students’ needs and objectives. Therefore,

the present study on NA attempts to address the students’ communication needs with

reference to the special discipline in which they were involved.

2. Review of Related Literature

Needs analysis (NA) can be described as the systematic collection and analysis of

information about learners’ language needs, wants, interests, and wishes. Hence, this

information can be used as a platform for designing a course of study. However, West

(1994, p. 1) describes NA as “what learners will be required to do with the foreign

language in the target situation …”. It constitutes one of the essential aspects of

developing a program of study to determine the goals of the course can be determined

in detail and in advance. Learner needs have gained momentum with the spread of

learner-centered approaches to language teaching and learning (Nunan, 1999).

Brindley and Ross (2001) separate needs into two parts: narrow aspect

(product-oriented, objective) which refers to the target behavior of the learners in a

particular communicative situation and broad aspect (process-oriented, subjective)

which refers to the learners’ needs in terms of cognitive, affective, and social factors.

Hutchinson and Waters (1987) classify learners’ needs into necessities, lacks,

and wants. The requirements of the target situation are referred to as the necessities,

i.e. the language elements and structures that learners need to know and use in the
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target setting. Therefore, we need to perform target situation analysis. The next stage

is to clarify what our students already have at their disposal. By identifying what the

learners know about the language, we can determine the necessities that they lack. In

this way, by investigating the gap between the necessities and lacks, effective

materials can be developed and appropriate methods can be used in order to save

more time and impede frustration. Nonetheless, it should be noted that students have

their own interests and wants. Thus, it is crucial that the instructional course takes

care of learners’ wants. However, Kaewpet (2009, p. 277) contends that merely

“focusing on communication needs alone might not provide sufficient understanding

of learner need.” The teaching-learning success depends on many factors, such as

background knowledge of learners and teachers, learners’ learning styles and

strategies, teachers’ teaching methods, and availability of resources (Richards, 2001).

Dudley-Evans and St John (2000) put forward personal learner factors

(learning experiences, attitudes, culture) and environmental factors (institutional

setting). Also, Richards (2001) describes the potential and unrecognized learner needs

and emphasizes that needs are subject to change because of learners’ wishes and

values. Hyland (2006) maintains that NA fulfills learners’ needs and prepares them for

the multimodalities of the present workplace and academic setting. The main reason

that some EAP (English for Academic Purposes) programs could not meet learners’

requirements satisfactorily is that NA has not been performed to determine needs.

EAP programs are courses which are offered at many universities to prepare the

students for their field of study. Cowling (2007, p. 424) holds that “there is often a

lack of awareness of the existence of NA as a tool in EFL course design, especially in

General English courses where the specific needs of students are difficult to

determine.” He maintains that some teachers and institutions do not pay attention to
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the concept of NA. Similarly, Barbazette (2006) stresses that teachers should be aware

of students and the reasons why students take a course.

NA has many advantages, e.g. by carrying out NA and applying strategy

studies, we can analyze students’ learning strategies and help them learn effectively.

Kormos et al. (2002, p. 520) state that NA can be used to determine not only course

content but also “course duration, course intensity, teaching methodology, staff

matters, the grouping of learners and any language policy/planning situation.”

However, learners’ needs are diverse and for this reason, various types of materials

and courses have been developed, including business, Technology, science and

medicine. Meanwhile, Holme and Chalauisaeng (2006) believe that needs are in

constant change and are iterative. Before the 1970s teachers relied on “some kind of

intuitive or informal analysis of students’ needs” (West, 1994, p. 1). In the 1970s,

Munby (1978) introduced a detailed NA. But he was criticized because he based his

work only on target situation needs and neglected learners’ wants and wishes.

In Iran, a large-scale study was conducted by Mazdayasna and Tahririan (2008)

at five medical sciences universities for nursing and midwifery students. The

researchers intended to see whether this course could meet students’ needs. They

conclude that the EAP course could not satisfy the students’ needs because it does not

consider students’ language proficiency level, course goals, availability of resources

in terms of staff, materials, time constraint, and the teachers’ capability in the field.

The researchers maintained that the EAP course needs to develop students’ learning

strategies, language use strategies, and study skills. In another study, Lambert (2010)

found the English major student needs in a Japanese university should be able to

complete at least five types of tasks in order to perform appropriately in business and

education: accessing information, translation, summarizing, editing, and interpreting.
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He maintained that though students have studied English language for four years, they

still need to focus on these five tasks to succeed in the future.

Similarly, a research was conducted by Kormos et al. (2002) in Hungary to

study the language wants of English majors. The researchers mostly focused on the

students’ target needs and their views of their own needs. They believe that students’

future needs consist of speaking, reading, surfing the Internet, writing, explaining and

instructing, and translating. Furthermore, Kaewpet (2009) studied Thai civil

engineering students’ communicative needs.  Kaewpet held that all the four language

skills are needed by the students, with reading as the most important one. He

suggested that more professional English courses should be offered to the students in

order to meet their communicative needs.

Taillefer (2007, p. 135) studied the needs of economics graduates in France “to

encourage reflection on curriculum and pedagogical issues”, finding that the students’

major weakness is in oral communication, although they need to gain mastery in all

the four language skills. The perceptions that he explored consisted of: using language,

receiving and producing language, self-assessment, using languages in order to find a

job, and language training. He also stressed that there is a disconnection of EAP

courses from the changing needs of outside world, so these two should be linked to

meet the learners’ needs. Taillefer (2007) concluded that many themes need to be

taken into account by each institution, namely multilingualism, the globalization of

English, intercultural ability, continuous learning, involvement of stakeholders, robust

curriculums and the need for progress. However, he emphasized that every context

and discipline have their own specialty, for example, the needs of economics students

are different from chemistry students.

Another study was carried out in Finland by Lehtonen and Karjalainen (2008)
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in order to investigate university graduates’ needs in the workplace. The researchers

believed that all the language skills are important and students particularly need to

enrich their communication skills because in plurilingual settings, students need to be

able to get their meaning across. They maintained that subject expertise is not the only

skill needed by the graduates. The graduates also need to be able to communicate

effectively and be sensitive to cultural issues in the workplace. Lehtonen and

Karjalainen concluded that graduates need to develop the necessary skills including

interaction, presentation, communication, cultural awareness, and learning skills.

Finally, Cowling (2007), reporting on interns’ NA in a large Japanese industrial firm,

emphasized that some institutions use a textbook as a syllabus but that approach

overlooks learners’ learning needs. Thus, planning and executing a course is “far more

complex than described in the syllabus design literature” (Cowling, 2007, p. 426).

3. The Study

Since the EGP course is limited to the reading skill, most of the students hold negative

attitudes towards it and do not take it seriously. Also, since the students cannot

effectively communicate in English even after taking and studying the EGP course,

they do not trust it anymore. It is because decision-makers have eschewed the

principles of course design and overlooked the students’ needs, wants, and wishes. At

this juncture, Cowling (2007, p. 432) mentions the impact of culture on the

educational system and states that “the teacher is often expected to know the best way

to teach and set up a course, not the student.” However, as suggested by Taillefer

(2007, p. 140), “language needs are context dependent” and there are a lot of factors

which need to be taken into account in order to design a course appropriately. At the

University of Tabriz, the students’ needs differ from discipline to discipline and from
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level to level. Therefore, this study tried to consider the students’ needs for the L2, the

constraints of the course, the students’ and instructors’ background, and the

information about the language itself at the University of Tabriz, Iran.

4. Method

4.1 Participants

The participants of this study consisted of two groups: ex-EGP students (n=408) who

had taken the EGP course and passed it and were studying their ESP course during the

data collection process, and language instructors (n=12). The University of Tabriz

consists of twelve faculties and from each faculty 34 students (17 males and 17

females) were selected through stratified random sampling (34×12=408). The reason

for using a stratified random sampling was to select a representative sample of

students from each faculty based on their discipline and gender. The students’ age

ranged from 19 to 25, with an average of 22.

The reason that a larger student population (n=408) was chosen for the study

was to investigate the opinions of each individual as far as possible. Meanwhile,

twelve language instructors (6 males and 6 females) were chosen to participate in the

study. The instructors’ age ranged from 28 to 55, with an average of 40. The

instructors had the experience of teaching the EGP course from 5 to 22 years, with an

average of 17 years. The reason that twelve language instructors were selected was

that from each of the twelve faculty one instructor was chosen to participate in the

study. Therefore, the instructors were selected through purposive sampling based on

the faculty in which they taught the EGP course. Among these selected instructors,

seven of them were full-time staff and five were part-time. Also, seven of the

instructors held PhD and five had the qualification of MA in TEFL.
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4.2 Instruments

The instruments used in this research consisted of questionnaires and semi-structured

interviews.

4.2.1 Questionnaires

The questionnaire items of this study comprised different types of questions in order

to elicit detailed information from the respondents in five areas as follows: needs and

goals, language skills, language components and study skills, students’

communicative abilities, materials, and classroom activities and exercises. The

multiple-choice responses were on a five-point Likert scale: strongly disagree

(SD=1), disagree (D=2), unsure (U=3), agree (A=4), and strongly agree (A=5).

Altogether 21 items were devised and administered to 408 ex-EGP students and 12

language instructors. The complete list of the questions can be found in Appendix 1.

4.2.2 Interviews

In order to obtain feedback from the students and instructors, a semi-structured

interview was conducted with approximately ten percent of the ex-EGP students

(n=36, 18 males and 18 females) and all the instructors (n=12) who filled in the

questionnaire. One of the advantages of the semi-structured interview is that it is both

systematic and conversational. This type of interview is flexible and allows the

interviewee to elaborate and provide more information. A complete list of the

interview queries can be found in Appendix 2.

4.3 Data Collection and Analysis
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The questionnaires were distributed to the students by the researcher without the

presence of their instructors. They were “group-administered” (Brown, 2001, p. 6) in

order to explain the aim of the study to the students. “Group-administrated” means

that the questionnaires were given to the groups of students in each class by the

researcher. The questionnaires were distributed directly by the researcher to the

students in each EGP class to ensure high return rate, to clarify any ambiguous item,

and to explain the goal of the research to the students. In this way, the researcher was

able to obtain first-hand information about the students, study their reactions, and

answer their questions. Meanwhile, the instructors’ questionnaires were given to them

at their offices or sent by email. The questionnaire data which were in the form of

numbers were analyzed by the use of SPSS and the interview data which were in the

form of texts were analyzed interpretatively and thematically. Then, the qualitative

and quantitative data were compared and contrasted in order to investigate the

respondents’ opinions about the EGP course and whether it met students’ needs, wants,

and interests.

5. Results and Discussions

The following tables show the results of the questionnaires distributed to the ex-EGP

students and language instructors and grouped according to the type of question given

in bold in the Table. The tables show the percentage of responses of students

compared with those of instructors. The results of the interview data are also

presented and discussed.
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5.1  Needs and Goals

Table 1:  Needs and goals

Ex-EGP Students Instructors

Item SD D U A SA M SD D U A SA M

1. Needs analysis (NA) was carried out at the commencement of the semester to determine students’ needs.

1 39

9.55%

352

86.27%

17

4.16%

-

-

-

- 1.94

3

25%

9

75%

-

-

-

-

-

- 1.75

2- A placement test was given to new undergraduate students at the beginning of the course to determine their language needs.

2 63

15.44%

316

77.45%

29

7.10%

-

-

-

- 1.91

2

16.66%

10

83.33%

-

-

-

-

-

- 1.83

3- The course objectives and students’ goals are identical and compatible.

3 10

2.45%

192

47%

107

26.22%

95

23.28%

4

0.98% 2.73

2

16.66%

5

41.66%

3

25%

2

16.66%

-

- 2.41

4- Students have clear idea of their present and future language needs.

4 23

5.63%

95

93.28%

87

21.32%

201

49.26%

2

0.49% 3.15

1

8.33%

4

33.33%

2

16.66%

3

25%

2

16.66% 3

5- The EGP course can help students to discover their own language needs.

5 31

7.59%

218

53.43%

94

23%

60

14.70%

5

1.22% 2.5

-

-

4

33.33%

4

33.33%

4

33.33%

-

- 3

7- Students can tackle their educational and occupational needs after graduation.

7 94

23%

149

36.51%

128

31.37%

37

9%

-

- 2.26

2

16.66%

7

58.33%

3

25%

-

-

-

- 2

19- There is a connection between the EGP course and the wider educational and occupational world.

19 76

18.62%

117

28.67%

148

36.27%

62

15.19%

5

1.22% 2.51

2

16.66%

6

50%

1

8.33%

3

25%

-

- 2.41

20- Students are aware of their future needs.

20 83

20.34%

146

35.78%

118

28.92%

48

11.27%

13

3.18% 2.41

-

-

4

33.33%

4

33.33%

4

33.33%

-

- 3

21- The 3-hour-per-week EGP course during one semester is enough to satisfy students’ needs.

21 74

18.13%

160

39.21%

92

22.54%

73

17.89%

9

2.20% 2.46

5

41.66%

7

58.33%

-

-

-

-

-

- 1.58

Students’ average M (mean) = 2.43 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.38

Instructors’ average M (mean) = 2.33 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.57

As questionnaire item 1 indicates, all the instructors and 96% of the students
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disagree that NA (needs analysis) was carried out at the beginning of the course to

determine students’ needs. This implies that at the University of Tabriz, the EGP

(English for General Purposes) course is taught based on the instructors’ intuition

rather than the students’ needs, interests, and objectives. No NA has been carried out

to ascertain students’ learning needs, i.e. to find out what the students need to do to

learn a language; target situation analysis, i.e. to determine what the students might do

in the target situation; means analysis, i.e. to check the place and its availability of the

resources, equipment, materials and facilities; present situation analysis, i.e. to

establish students’ language level at the commencement of the course.

The results of the study indicate that obtaining appropriate information about

the course and students can facilitate the instructors’ task in the teaching process

(Cowling, 2007). That is, if the instructors know the aims, objectives, needs,

proficiency level, wants and wishes of the students, they can better prepare materials

and methods. Also, conducting NA can help the instructors to compensate for the

shortage of the EGP class time, because the instructors can identify the students’

weaknesses and then teach those aspects of the language that the students need more

help. Nunan (1999) emphasizes that NA is one of the main forerunners of

learner-centered and learning-based trends in language teaching and learning. In this

study, it was through NA that the focus of attention changed from teaching to learning

and from teachers to learners. Priority was given to the learners and their wants rather

than imparting materials and methods.

Questionnaire item 2 shows that no placement test is given to the students to

determine their weaknesses and set up the EGP course based on the students’ language

needs. In this aspect, Read (2008) states that in order to meet the diverse linguistic

needs and academic literacy needs of new students, the Diagnostic English Language
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Needs Assessment program has been implemented at a university in New Zealand. As

Read (2008, p. 180) remarks, a placement test is given to the students and “the results

of which are used either to exempt individuals from the EAP program or to direct

them into the appropriate courses to address their needs.”

Questionnaire item 3 reveals that there is barely any compatibility between the

goals of students and the EGP course. There are more than 60 undergraduate

disciplines at the University of Tabriz and each discipline has its own specific goals

and objectives. The results of the semi-structured interview and the experience of the

researcher indicate that the objectives of the EGP course have not been identified. It is

only assumed that the objectives of the EGP course are to improve students’ reading

skills. Therefore, a thorough NA should be carried out in each discipline in order to

determine the objectives of the EGP course. The syllabus of the EGP course should be

determined and planned based on the students’ needs, objectives, and discipline.

As illustrated in the results of questionnaire item 4, half of the students and

instructors do not know the future language needs of the students. However, during

the interview, half of the students emphasized that they wanted to further their studies

towards MA and PhD, while other students have a vague idea of their needs. Many do

not know what to do to fulfill their needs. They have no idea what books or materials

they should study, which language skills they should focus on, or what activities they

should carry out to fulfill their learning needs. As Holme and Chalauisaeng (2006, p.

406) put, “the students, who were still in their second year, did not have a clear idea of

this target situation”.

The results of the study imply that there is an uncertainty on the part of the

instructors concerning the students’ needs. Some students want to learn English in

order to be able to communicate fluently, whereas some of them want to improve their
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reading abilities in order to read different books and journals in their field of study

and some others intend to master English to find an appropriate job. Yet, others want

to learn English in order to translate books into the Persian language. Therefore, it is

very difficult to cater for the diverse needs of the students in a classroom. However,

this does not mean that we should overlook needs analysis. We should carry out NA

and help students as far as possible.

The results of the questionnaire item 5 show that the EGP course can barely

help students to discover their own needs. The researcher’s overall experience of

teaching the EGP course for more than twelve years indicates that the students only

take this course to fulfill the graduation requirements and the instructors teach it only

to fulfill their teaching hours. It is believed that the EGP course does not develop

independent learners in each discipline. As stated by Holme and Chalauisaeng (2006),

we need to help learners to discover their needs, and promote a greater sense of

ownership of them.

The results of the questionnaire item 7 indicate that many students (59.51%)

encounter problems in general English after graduation. When students graduate and

get employed or continue their studies, they come to realize many shortcomings in the

general English. During the undergraduate study, most of the resources that students

study are in the Persian language. However, it is in the workplace and higher

education contexts in which students face difficulties and realize that they need to

improve their language skills as fully as possible. Mazdayasna and Tahririan’s (2008)

study on nursing and midwifery students in Iranian universities showed that the

students lack adequate proficiency in reading, writing, speaking or listening, and

therefore they face difficulties in dealing with daily tasks and activities while using

the English language.
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As questionnaire item 19 indicates, 47.29% of the students and 66.66% of the

instructors disagree that there is a link between the EGP course and the wider

educational and occupational world. Obviously, the requirements of the workplace

and higher education have been changed drastically in the past few decades. However,

the instructors believe that the EGP course is quite far behind the prerequisites of the

multimodalities and new literacies of modern world. The modes and channels of

communication have changed and developed tremendously, but the EGP course has

remained the same for years without any improvement. As Taillefer’s (2007, p. 139)

study indicates, there is an “observed disconnection of higher education courses from

the changing needs in different economic, social and political environments”.

Questionnaire item 20 shows that 56.12% of the students are barely aware of

their future needs. During the interview, many of the students (70%) stated that they

want to continue their studies and obtain MA and PhD degrees. Only a small number

of students (30%) stated that they want to find a job after completing their

undergraduate degree. Since obtaining a job with an undergraduate degree is quite

difficult in Iran, most of the degree holders intend to do postgraduate studies. This

finding is in sheer contrast with Kaewpet’s (2009, p. 276) view that “English is

required more for occupational than educational purposes”.

Finally, as questionnaire item 21 illustrates, all the instructors and more than half

of the students (57.34%) contend that three hours per week is not enough to fulfill

students’ needs. Throughout the interviews, all the instructors complained about the

short class time of the EGP. They stressed that because of the time limit, they could

not revise and recycle materials, teach study skills, focus on the four language skills,

have free discussions and conversations, ask students to give oral presentations, and

conduct extra activities. Language learning is a long and continuous process and takes
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place over the passage of time. It cannot be learned in one semester. Mazdayasna and

Tahririan’s (2008) findings suggest that the English language should be offered to the

students throughout their undergraduate studies. In this way, if the EAP courses are

offered each semester, students attempt to learn language rather than take it as a

compulsory course and obtain a pass mark at the end of the semester. Overall, the

students’ and instructors’ responses are almost identical and the EGP course can

hardly satisfy the students’ needs, wants, and objectives for learning.

5.2 Language Skills, Language Components and Study Skills

Questionnaire item 6 shows that the EGP course can barely enrich students’ four

language skills (Table 2). During the interview, most of the instructors complained

about the shortage of time and stated that because of the limited amount of time (3

hours per week), they could not afford to practice all the language skills and could

only focus on reading.

Table 2:  Language skills, language components and study skills

Ex-EGP Students Instructors

Item SD D U A SA M SD D U A SA M

6- The EGP course can improve students’ four language skills.

6 41

10%

228

55.88%

110

26.96%

29

7.10%

-

- 2.31

5

41.66%

5

41.66%

2

16.66%

-

-

-

- 1.75

10- Students’ reading skills and strategies have improved as a result of the EGP course.

10 53

13%

206

50.5%

45

11%

104

25.5%

-

- 2.5

2

16.66%

4

33.33%

3

25%

3

25%

-

- 2.58

11- Students mostly read content materials in English.

11 57

14%

201

49.26%

109

26.71%

41

10%

-

- 2.32

1

8.33%

6

50%

2

16.66%

3

25%

-

- 2.58

14- The EGP course can increase students’ vocabulary knowledge.

14 64

15.68%

155

38%

91

22.30%

89

21.81%

9

22% 2.56

-

-

6

50%

3

25%

3

25%

-

- 2.75
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16- The study skills are taught to students in the EGP classes.

16 95

23.28%

169

41.42%

83

20.34%

61

14.95%

-

- 2.26

-

-

10

83.33%

-

-

2

16.66%

-

- 2.33

Students’ average M (mean) = 2.39 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.13

Instructors’ average M (mean) = 2.39 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.39

Meanwhile, when interviewed, most of the students stated that they want to

improve all the language skills rather than merely reading skill. Similar to

Mazdayasna and Tahririan’s (2008, p. 277) study, our results reveal subject

instructors’ “total dissatisfaction with their students’ language skills”. In general,

Iranian undergraduate students are weak in the speaking, listening, and writing skills,

because only the reading skill is introduced at secondary and tertiary levels.

Questionnaire item 10 shows that many of the students (63.5%) and 50% of

the instructors disagreed that the EGP course could improve students’ reading skill.

During the interview, most of the students (80%) stated that they read their textbook at

home and translated the passages into the Persian language. However, they claimed

that in the classroom their instructors did not try to teach text-attack strategies.

Meanwhile, when interviewed, the instructors justified that because of the shortage of

time, they had to cover the textbook without getting students to practice reading skills.

In Iran, the only skill which is more important and needed in education and the

workplace is the reading skill. However, the results of the study show that neither the

students nor the instructors pay enough attention to it. In his study in Thailand,

Kaewpet (2009, p. 274) emphasized that “reading textbooks was identified as an

English skill that was required in both work and study situations.” In their study

Mazdayasna and Tahririan (2008) remarked that many of the teachers were

dissatisfied with the low reading ability of the students and believed that they had to

translate specialized English texts in order to ensure that students get the meaning.
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Questionnaire item 11 reveals that students mostly do not read subject-specific

materials in English since the language of instruction in Iran is the Persian language.

Unless the undergraduate students are required by their instructors to read some

limited materials in English, they largely prefer to use Persian sources. However, it

can be estimated that at the MA and PhD levels, about 40% of the materials are in

English. In their study at one of the Hungarian universities, Kormos et al. (2002)

found that students barely read the set literature in English because English is not

compulsory or they find reading articles and books in Hungarian much easier.

Questionnaire item 14 illustrates that the EGP course can barely augment the

students’ vocabulary. Most of the students just memorize words but forget them after

finishing the examination. This suggests that the EGP course is largely exam-oriented

and students prepare themselves to obtain a pass mark rather than acquire the

language. One of the instructors believed that the amount of vocabulary items that

were introduced to the students was too much, but because of the lack of repetition,

the students forget them altogether. This shows that the EGP classes lack any kind of

language use and production either in the written or spoken form.

As questionnaire item 16 indicates, most of the respondents (students = 64.7%,

instructors= 83.33%) disagree that the study skills are taught to the students. In order

to learn English language efficiently, all students need to acquire study skills before

enrolling in the EGP course. It is through the study skills that students can learn to use

monolingual dictionaries, discover their own learning styles and strategies, and gain

self-confidence. In this way, the students can become independent and learn language

more confidently after passing their EGP course. The result of the study indicates that

most of the students cannot use a monolingual dictionary (e. g. Oxford or Longman)

and the instructors take it for granted and do not teach it. As Mazdayasna and
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Tahririan (2008) stress, the students need to develop their study skills in one way or

another.

5.3  Students’ Communicative Abilities

As questionnaire item 8 reveals, most of the respondents (students = 67.40% &

instructors = 66.66%) disagree that the EGP course could help students to tackle their

communication skills. It is because in the secondary school and university, students

are only exposed to the reading skill without any practice in writing, speaking, or

listening. For this reason, the confidence level of most of the students is rather low.

The students cannot speak in English and get their meanings across. Since Iran is an

EFL country and students do not use English outside the classroom, they do not feel

comfortable to communicate in English.

Table 3:  Students’ communicative abilities

Ex-EGP Students Instructors

Item SD D U A SA M SD D U A SA M

8- The EGP course can help students to develop their English communication skills.

8 63

15.44%

212

51.96%

82

20%

51

12.5%

-

- 2.30

3

25%

5

41.66%

2

16.66%

2

16.66%

-

- 2.25

13- The EGP classes provide students with authentic language experience.

13 43

10.53%

163

39.95%

87

21.32%

113

27.69%

2

0.5% 2.67

-

-

6

50%

2

16.66%

4

33.33%

-

- 2.83

Students’ average M (mean) = 2.48 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.26

Instructors’ average M (mean) = 2.54 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.41

Therefore, as Mazdayasna and Tahririan (2008) emphasize, students need to

develop their linguistic and communicative competence, but the general and special

English courses barely develop the students’ proficiency to use English in real

situations.

As questionnaire item 13 shows, half of the respondents disagree that the EGP
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course provides students with real language experience. When interviewed, the great

majority of the students (90%) emphasized that they want to listen to long lectures,

have conversation, do group work, write different types of reports, give presentations

on different topics and themes, and get to know the target culture. However, most of

the instructors (85%) stressed that within one semester it is barely possible to teach all

the language skills and language components. The instructors maintained that there

were different types of students in each class with different preferences and abilities,

and so it was practically difficult to satisfy all the students' needs in only semester.

5.4 Materials

Questionnaire item 9 indicates that most of the instructors (75%) disagree that

subject-specific materials could develop students’ general English proficiency. This is

quite a controversial issue and a lot of factors need to be taken into account when

selecting topics, themes, and related materials. One of the main factors is the

proficiency level of the students. If students’ general English proficiency is high

enough, the instructors can easily use subject-specific materials. However, at the

University of Tabriz and in most of the Iranian universities where students’ general

English is quite low, using subject-specific materials can frustrate most of the

students.
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Table 4:  Materials

Ex-EGP Students Instructors

Item SD D U A SA M SD D U A SA M

9- Using subject-specific topics would be useful in the EGP classes in order to fulfill students’ needs.

9 18

4.41%

91

22.30%

129

31.61%

163

39.95%

7

58.33% 3.12

3

25%

6

50%

1

8.33%

2

16.66%

-

- 2.16

17- NA was conducted at the commencement of the semester to determine materials based on students’ discipline and needs.

17 63

15.44%

197

48.28%

54

13.23%

94

23%

-

- 2.43

-

-

9

75%

-

-

3

25%

-

- 2.5

18- The EGP classes are equipped with different types of teaching aids.

18 163

39.95%

187

45.83%

58

14.21%

-

-

-

- 1.74

4

33.33%

8

66.66%

-

-

-

-

-

- 1.66

Students’ average M (mean) = 2.43 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.69

Instructors’ average M (mean) = 2.10 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.42

The results of this study indicate that the instructors had better use both

general and content-specific materials in order to motivate students for increased

learning. If the students' proficiency level is high enough, they can use

content-specific materials, but if their level is low, they might use general materials.

Widdowson (1998) contends that using subject-specific materials limits students and

do not allow them to develop their proficiency in English. Spack’s (1988) study

reveals that most of the students have problems in general English rather than specific

English. However, Hutchinson and Waters (1987) emphasize that using content

materials can only create a sense of relevance in the students and can barely help to

develop the students' linguistic knowledge. Farhady (2005) suggests that language

instructors’ task is to teach language rather than subject matter. Hyland (2006) stresses

the importance of specific English with a focus on content materials.

Questionnaire item 17 shows that only 25% of the instructors carry out NA to

develop materials based on students’ discipline, needs, and objectives, and 70% of the

instructors use the same textbook regardless of the students’ field. However, since
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each discipline has its own specific requirements, the materials should be designed

based on those needs. We notice that the EGP course begins without considering the

students’ needs. In other words, the students who are the main stakeholders of the

program are largely ignored. Kaewpet (2009) recommends that teachers teach

supplementary material that is equally useful and should be discouraged from

translating the textbooks.

As questionnaire item 18 illustrates, all the respondents indicated that there are

no teaching aids in the EGP classes. One of the main problems of the EGP course is

the lack of teaching aids, such as video projectors, computer, video, TV, and tape

recorder. Clearly, if the EGP classes are equipped with these teaching aids, students

can learn language not only through reading but also through listening and watching.

Brown (2000) believes that if language is practiced through the channel of all the four

language skills, it can be acquired more adequately. During the interview, one of the

instructors appeared negative to needs analysis study and maintained that they do not

have the means to meet the students’ needs. Meanwhile, one student suggested the

EGP classes should be held in the English lab. However, this is barely possible

because at the University of Tabriz, there is only one lab used by the English language

majors.

5.5  Classroom Activities and Exercises

Questionnaire item 12 indicates that 84.6% of the students and 58.3% of the

instructors disagree that the classroom activities and exercises are useful.
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Table 5:  Classroom activities and exercises

Ex-EGP Students Instructors

Item SD D U A SA M SD D U A SA M

12- The activities and exercises carried out in the EGP classes are useful and can fulfill students’ needs.

12 74

18.13%

271

66.42%

40

9.80%

23

5.63%

-

- 2

-

-

6

50%

1

8.33%

4

33.33%

1

8.33% 3

15- The classroom activities and exercises are carried out based on students’ discipline.

15 85

20.83%

194

47.54%

36

8.82%

93

22.79%

-

- 2.33

2

16.66%

6

50%

-

-

3

25%

1

8.33% 2.58

Students’ average M (mean) = 2.16 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.23

Instructors’ average M (mean) = 2.79 and overall SD (Standard Deviation) = 0.29

During the interview, most of the students (85%) complained that they had to

do passive mechanical exercises every week. They suggested that their instructors

should conduct more free discussions and communicative activities in English.

However, when the researcher asked about the lack of communicative activities in the

EGP classes, the instructors stated that because of the low proficiency level of the

students, lack of time, discipline problems, and large number of students in each class

(50-65), no task-based activities or group work were carried out.

Based on questionnaire item 15, the classroom activities and tasks are barely

carried out in accordance with the students’ discipline. During the interview the

students suggested that NA should be carried out to determine the target language

mode of each field and equip the students with the required types of literacy. As each

discipline has its own particular type and mode of language and communication, the

EGP course should equip the students with the necessary language skills to tackle

their specific subjects. To this end, the instructors need to help students develop

certain language skills based on their specific fields of study.

6. Conclusion and Implications
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The results of the study imply that a thorough NA (needs analysis) should be carried

out at the University of Tabriz to match students’ needs with the EGP course’s

objectives. As contended by Lambert (2010, p. 108) we should move away “from TENOR

[Teaching English for No Obvious Reason] and toward programs that take needs

analysis seriously and reflect learners’ future lives and careers”. It should be noted that NA

should not be considered as a one-off activity, rather it is better to be conducted at every

point of the course. Moreover, the instructors doing NA should be sensitive to the

students’ wants, lacks, desires, goals, attitudes and wishes. The reason that NA should

be conducted continuously is that students’ language use, and their needs, will

continually evolve and results obtained from needs analyses will usually be

provisional and will barely provide a complete framework (Lambert, 2010). Different

stakeholders may have different views about students’ needs. However, the important issue is the

students’ involvement in the needs analysis process. Kaewpet (2009) holds that the

identification of needs depends on individual interpretations and perceptions.

Therefore, each language instructor might carry out NA and interpret and use its

results based on local needs and objectives.

The results of the study imply that the EGP course should be geared towards the

specific needs of the students and should be an ongoing internal process geared to

fortify the syllabus. Instructors should always gather sufficient information in order to

make better decisions and facilitate the process of learning and teaching. They should

not wait for outsiders to come and do NA, but do it in their own classes.

The ultimate goal of NA is to set up a curriculum which need to take care of

the kinds of knowledge and skills related to the students’ needs and satisfy the

students’ practical needs (Richards, 2007). Such courses should be “implemented and

evaluated to determine whether or not it has met the learner’s needs in real teaching
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and learning” (Kaewpet, 2009, p. 277). Based on the results gained from this study,

students’ needs can be interpreted in two ways. First, it might refer to the terminal

behaviors of the students. That is, what the students want to do with their language

knowledge when the EGP course ends. This can be described as the goal-oriented

definition of the students’ needs. Second, it might refer to the actual process of

learning English, which is an overarching aspect, refers to the process of learning.

Learning the EGP course should therefore be treated as a process rather than an end in

itself.

If we want to make any changes and modifications in the EGP course, we should

consider a number of factors, for example, the age, purpose, previous knowledge,

motivation, attitude, aptitude and inclination of our students. We should also consider

course duration, administrative goals, sponsors’ aims, materials, instructors’ methods,

and the context in which the learning and teaching take place (Kaewpet, 2009; Holme

& Chalauisaeng, 2006). By carrying out NA, we can make up for the shortage of the

EGP class hours and select and teach the most important elements and features of the

language that students need most.

The results of the study indicate that the current mono-skill approach of reading

should be replaced with an integrative set of skills in which all the four language skills

are presented and practiced equally, together with communicative activities and

conversations in English. More importantly, the instructors should select appropriate

textbooks to “address learners’ specific needs” (Kaewpet, 2009, p. 277). It would also

be useful if a separate textbook is selected for each discipline. Meanwhile, as Kaewpet

(2009, p. 266) proposes, “the course content should consist of material that the learner

can authentically use outside class”. It is clear that the 3-hour-per-week EGP course

during one semester is not enough and should be offered throughout the whole
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undergraduate period. Finally, this study is useful for the EAP course designers,

teachers, researchers in the field, and decision-makers who want their learners to learn

language more effectively. The instructors at the University of Tabriz can use the

results of this study and prepare appropriate materials and methods for their students.

The decision-makers might be interested in the results of this research and develop a

robust curriculum for the EGP course.
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire Items:
1- Needs analysis (NA) was carried out at the commencement of the semester to

determine students’ needs.
2- A placement test was given to new undergraduate students at the beginning of the

course to determine their language needs.
3- The course objectives and students’ goals are identical and compatible.
4- Students have clear idea of their present and future language needs.
5- The EGP course can help students to discover their own language needs.
6- The EGP course can improve students’ four language skills.
7- Students can tackle their educational and occupational needs after graduation.
8- The EGP course can help students to develop their English communication skills.
9- Using subject-specific topics would be useful in the EGP classes in order to fulfill

students’ needs.
10- Students’ reading skills and strategies have improved as a result of the EGP

course.
11- Students mostly read content materials in English.
12- The activities and exercises carried out in the EGP classes are useful and can

fulfill students’ needs.
13- The EGP classes provide students with authentic language experience.
14- The EGP course can increase students’ vocabulary knowledge.
15- The classroom activities and exercises are carried out based on students’

discipline.
16- The study skills are taught to students in the EGP classes.
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17- NA was conducted at the commencement of the semester to determine materials
based on students’ discipline and needs.

18- The EGP classes are equipped with different types of teaching aids.
19- There is a connection between the EGP course and the wider educational and

occupational world.
20- Students are aware of their future needs.
21- The 3-hour-per-week EGP course during one semester is enough to satisfy

students’   needs.

Appendix 2: Interview Items:
1- Can the EGP course fulfill students’ academic and occupational needs?
2- Can the EGP course meet students’ wants and interests?
3- Does the EGP course make students think about what they need to do to learn a

language?
4- Have the students’ reading skills and strategies improved as a result of the EGP

course?
5- Does the textbook fulfill the students’ needs?
6- What areas in the textbook are useful and what areas are less useful?
7- What areas would you include in the textbook that would be useful for the students’

present and future needs?
8- Are the teaching methods effective and appropriate to satisfy the students’ needs?
9- Is the time allocated to the EGP course enough to meet students’ language needs?
10- Are the classroom activities and exercises useful to satisfy the students’ needs?
11- Are all the language skills practiced equally?
12- Which language skill is important to meet students’ present educational needs?
13- Do students use and produce language in the classroom?
14- Is the EGP class homogenous or heterogeneous (i.e. mixed-ability)?
15- What type of grouping is used in the class: individual, pair, group, or whole class

work?
16- How many semesters should the EGP course be offered to the students?




