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TEACHING ESP: CONTENT SELECTION 

 

Summary. The article investigates the evolution of the concept ‘content 

selection’ in teaching English for Specific Purposes at technical universities. 

The objectives and various approaches to content selection in teaching ESP 

have been described on the basis of the conducted comparative analysis.  
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The modern education system undergoes constant changes. First of all, 

changes are occurring in objectives and content selection for education 

programmes, and as a result, they affect methods and forms of teaching, 

learning, and evaluation of students.  

The need to clarify the objectives and update the content of teaching ESP 

to students in technical universities is conditioned by 1) the requirements of 

modern society to the level of students education, their language needs; 2) the 

learning environment (the number of hours, their concentration, the maximum 

number of students per class, the availability of technical teaching aids, 

textbooks, etc.); 3) the development of technical sciences that students major in, 
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teaching methodology, its basic and related sciences; 4) the integration of ICTs 

in education process and IT development of society; 5) the key directions of 

national and international education policy which include 8, с. 3-11:  

 modernization of the content and organization of education on the basis of 

a competent approach; 

 the switch of the content of education to sustainable development; 

 ensuring the availability and continuity of education throughout one’s life; 

 humanization, ecologization, and informatization of the education system; 

 introduction of ICTs in the teaching and education process; 

 the development of thinking focused on sustainable future. 

All these factors launch the process of modernizing approaches to 

teaching foreign languages that, in turn, requires clarification of objectives of 

teaching ESP and introducing changes into its content. 

The purpose of the article is to show the evolution of the concept ‘content 

selection’ and define up-to-date objectives and principles of content selection for 

teaching ESP, considering the key directions of national and international 

education policy, peculiarities of student needs and motivation. 

Objectives and content selection for teaching ESP have been discussed in 

scientific works of L. E. Alekseeva, I. L. Bim, N. D. Gal'skova, N. I. Gez, 

S. P. Kozhushko, B. A. Lapidus, R. K. Minyar-Beloruchev, S. Yu. Nikolaeva, 

V. L. Skalkin, E. N. Solovova, O. B. Tarnopolsky, I. I. Khaleeva, A. N. 

Shchukin, D. M. Brington, D. Coyle, T. Dudley-Evans, and J. Harmer. 

However, at the current stage of development of methodology for 

teaching foreign languages, researchers do not have the same point of view on 

some issues of content selection for teaching ESP, its components, as well as the 

sequence of content selection. Our task is to analyze and describe the concepts 

‘objectives’ and ‘content’ in teaching ESP, as well as various approaches to 

defining objectives and selecting its content. 
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Nowadays, the teaching system can be considered as a functional, 

complex, open, multicomponent and multilevel hierarchical structure which 

content is determined by the social order of society at the present stage of its 

development. According to S.Yu. Nikolaeva [7, p. 79-81], this system represents 

a set of main components in the educational process that determines the 

selection of materials for foreign language classes, the standards of its 

presentation, as well as methods, means of teaching, and its organization. The 

content of teaching/learning is a subsystem in this complex hierarchical system 

which occupies a central place, has a specific content and is aimed at 

teaching/learning a certain foreign language and culture. 

B. A. Lapidus [5, p. 5] defines the ‘content of teaching’ as the set of 

knowledge that students must learn to achieve such a standard of language 

proficiency that corresponds to the objectives of a particular educational 

institution. This definition does not require further clarification of the concept 

‘the content of teaching ESP’ in a technical university. 

It should be noted that in the field of language proficiency of specialists in 

technical universities, teaching ESP will be effective provided that the content, 

structure, and organization of the language course syllabus correspond to the 

real needs of students and their future profession [1, p. 9]. The main attention 

should be paid to mastering the sublanguage of the student future profession, 

developing communication skills of a foreign language based on the use of this 

sublanguage [12, p. 10]. Therefore, the distinctive and specific objective of 

teaching ESP consists in the necessity of having its own training course in a 

foreign language and culture for each professional field, developed in 

accordance with professionally significant objectives that are characteristic only 

of this area or discipline. A number of researchers (L. E. Alekseeva, 

O. B. Tarnopolsky, D. Brinton, D. Coyle) believe that teaching ESP through 

content-based instruction is the leading and effective direction of optimization 

and intensification of the process of teaching students to a professionally 
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oriented foreign language, and offer an interdisciplinary design of an ESP course 

in the syllabus content of which various courses of the specialty can be reflected 

[1, p. 14; 13, p. 23; 16, p. 20; 17, p. 97].  

According to the current English language program for professional 

communication [9, p. 6], the syllabus content should: 

- be based on the international levels of language proficiency (according to 

the Common European Framework); 

- take into account the previous experience of students, their requirements, 

wants and needs for language learning; 

- have well-defined objectives and learning outcomes; 

- be based on professional and educational skills; 

- cover professional, academic, situational and pragmatic content; 

- comply with the industry standards, national educational and qualification 

characteristics and programs; 

- be modular in its organization. 

The selection of the ESP syllabus content should be carried out on the 

basis of the analysis of data that can be obtained by 1) a survey of students, 

professionals, employers, teachers of major courses and ESP teachers; 2) testing 

the level of language proficiency of students; 3) conducting interviews and 

analyzing job descriptions; 4) conducting the pre-project research of a foreign 

language for professional communication [9, p. 6]. 

The qualitatively defined content of teaching a foreign language for 

professional communication should ensure the formation of professional 

communicative competence in a foreign language, mastering a foreign language 

as a means of communication among specialists, based on the formation and 

development of communicative skills, knowledge and abilities necessary for 

professionally oriented communication in a foreign language [1, c. 13]. 

In the studies of some researchers, it is possible to trace the change in 

approaches to the problem of structuring the content of teaching. Thus, in the 
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work of I. L. Bim (1977) [2], it was defined the hierarchy and differences 

between units of language and speech material, as well as teaching components 

built on their basis. Three levels of methodical organization of the material were 

introduced. Sounds, words, separate phrases and sentences (phrases) are 

attributed to the units of language material of the first level; the second level 

includes the so-called typical phrases (speech patterns). And finally, the third 

level is composed of coherent texts and themes. On each of the levels, the basic 

unit of teaching is an exercise. As a unit of teaching, the exercise must have a 

three-part structure containing tasks, language or speech material and means for 

control or self-control [2, p. 199]. Also, the author refers to the list of 

components of the content of teaching not only foreign language knowledge, 

skills and abilities, but also the process of their formation [2, p. 212]. In his later 

work, I.L. Bim (1988) argues that the communicative goal is integrative, 

focused on achieving practical results in mastering a foreign language, as well as 

on education, upbringing and development of the individual [3, p. 20].  

The direction of the teaching methodology, which consisted in 

concentrating attention only on the practical mastery of a language, was finally 

revised at the turn of the 1970s – 1980s and a foreign language began to be 

considered as a means of all-round comprehensive development of the learner's 

personality. 

In 1981 in accordance with the approaches of the ‘pre-communicative’ 

direction to teaching languages, considering the language material as a basic 

component of the content of education, V.L. Skalkin in his work [10, p. 156-

158] proposed a multi-operational algorithm for its selection. In the successive 

operations of the algorithm, the elements of communicative direction for 

teaching a foreign language were introduced: the study of the spheres of 

communication, the defining of a specific list of social and communicative roles 

for each of the spheres of communication, the determining of a list of the most 

typical communicative situations for each of the spheres. Offering an 
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operational approach to the selection of language material, the author considers 

that it is expedient to use the inductive-communicative method of teaching [10, 

p. 154] and simultaneously introduces the concept of communicative language 

environment. Accordingly, the selection of language material at the 

communicative and speech levels should precede the selection of material at the 

language level. 

In the mid-1980s, some scientists (B.A. Lapidus, R.K. Minyar-

Beloruchev, I. I. Khaleeva) began to include linguistic cross-cultural and 

country-specific knowledge in the content of the language teaching, 

emphasizing the methods of their selection [5; 6; 14]. According to the 

classification of B.A. Lapidus (1986) [5], the content of teaching consists of 

skills and abilities 1) to operate language material; 2) to use systemic knowledge 

of a foreign language that has a communicative meaning, and specific speech 

rules of high-level generalization; 3) to operate a selected minimum of gestures 

and facial expressions reflecting the specifics of native language speakers; 4) to 

use paralinguistic means of written speech; 5) to operate selected regional 

knowledge, including knowledge of the norms of everyday life. Some linguistic 

units are referred to elementary skills and have communicative-auxiliary 

character [5, p. 16-20]. Thus, the author's methodological approach to language 

teaching has features of a communicative direction and takes into account 

country-specific and linguistic sociocultural knowledge. 

By the early 1990s, the concept of the content of teaching a foreign 

language received a significant and more accurate definition. In further studies, 

the researchers also took into account the tasks of ensuring the possibility of 

further self-improvement of the individual that is based on the individual’s study 

abilities, skills, and knowledge about the methods for more effective language 

acquisition. 

The research of A. N. Shchukin (2004) [15, p. 122-146] contains a 

detailed study of the content of teaching, in particular, its structure, the 
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principles of selection and interrelation of teaching objects and teaching 

outcomes. The author combines the components of the content of teaching in the 

system that consists of three subsystems: the teaching object, the learning object, 

and the result of the teaching (competence). According to this, the successive 

chains of the system have the form ‘language - knowledge - language 

competence’, ‘language - skills - speech competence’, ‘speech activity - skills - 

communicative competence’ and ‘culture - intercultural communication - socio-

cultural competence’. Considering the subject and procedural aspects of the 

content of teaching, A.N. Shchukin concludes that the ultimate goal of mastering 

the content of teaching is the formation of communicative competence that 

includes linguistic, sociolinguistic, discursive, strategic, social, sociocultural, 

subject and professional competence [15, p. 145-146]. 

In 2004 O.B. Tarnopolsky and S.P. Kozhushko in their research [12], 

based on the research of V.L. Skalkin, proposed a fundamentally new procedure 

for selecting the content of teaching, according to which, first, the 

communicative aspect (themes and situations of communication) is selected. 

The next stage is the definition of the linguistic aspect (texts and ‘language 

inventory’), followed by the procedural and psychophysiological aspects 

(selection of knowledge and skills that students should master in the process of 

learning a foreign language). Thus, the authors who studied the methodology of 

teaching a professionally oriented foreign language put the main emphasis on 

the sequence of the content components selection, arguing that there is a need 

for strict adherence to a certain sequence in the selection of the teaching content. 

It should be conducted from the bottom up: from the components that make up 

the communicative aspect, through the components that are part of the linguistic 

aspect, and end with the components of the psychophysiological and procedural 

aspects [12, p. 42]. When selecting the content for teaching a professionally 

oriented foreign language, it is necessary to follow the sequence indicated 

above, since only such a sequence provides practically the full priority and 
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leading role of the subject aspect of the content (carrier-content) with respect to 

the linguistic aspect of the content of teaching a foreign language (real-content) 

[12, p. 43], and makes it possible to implement the approach to teaching a 

foreign language through the content of special disciplines (content-based 

approach) [16; 18]. In addition O. B. Tarnopolsky and S.P. Kozhushko [12, p. 

43] believe that the analysis of students’ needs (learners' needs analysis) should 

be applied only at the stage of selecting topics for the content of teaching. The 

selection of the remaining components should be done by professional 

methodologists and linguists, following a scientifically grounded procedure. 

In their work (2006), N.D. Galskova and N.I. Gez [4] mention that 

modern researchers consider the content of teaching not as a static, but as a 

constantly evolving category, which reflects both the subject aspect and the 

procedural aspect. At the same time, in the theory of teaching foreign languages 

so far there is no common point of view on the component content of teaching 

foreign languages [4, p. 123]. According to the authors, despite the 

contradictions regarding the composition of the teaching content, it is possible to 

single out undeniable components belonging to the subject and procedural 

aspects. The subject aspect is correlated with various knowledge involved in the 

subject teaching process and includes communication spheres and situations, 

topics and texts, communicative goals and intentions, country-specific and 

linguistic cross-cultural knowledge, and language material (phonetic, lexical, 

grammatical and orthographic). The procedural aspect consists of the skills to 

use the acquired knowledge for the purpose of providing oral and/or written 

communication. According to the classification given by the authors, the 

procedural aspect of teaching content comprises 1) skills to use the linguistic 

material, 2) reading, speaking, listening, writing, translation skills, 3) 

compensatory skills and 4) general study skills. In general, the authors refer to 

the content of teaching everything that is involved in teaching and learning 
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activities, educational material, as well as the process of its assimilation [4, 

p. 123-124]. 

E.N. Solovova in her work (2008) [11] suggests the selection of the 

content of teaching by selecting individual elements at the level of actual and 

sociocultural knowledge, language skills and speech units, and offers her own 

algorithm of the action sequence. She offers to start with the formulation and 

selection of thematic sections of the language course, topics for discussions or 

communication situations, and then proceed to the compilation of a lexico-

grammatical framework of themes on their basis. The next stage includes the 

isolation of language and speech material, the creation of a logical sequence of 

topics and subtopics, the more precise definition of principles of selection of 

socio-cultural material. And, finally, the last stage is the selection of sources of 

visual and information support of the course [11, p. 75-76]. 

Over a period of time, the content of teaching a foreign language requires 

some adjustments. The need to make changes in the content of teaching a 

foreign language, including a professionally oriented foreign language, is 

conditioned by a change in the teaching objectives, which, in turn, depend on the 

social order of society, the key directions of state and international educational 

policy, the teaching/learning environments, and also on the development of 

language teaching technologies and other sciences related to language teaching. 

Thus, under the content of teaching ESP in a technical university, we 

mean the totality embracing everything that students should learn in order to 

achieve the main goal of studying – the ability to communicate in a foreign 

language in typical professional intercultural situations within the study program 

of the university. The selection of content is realized after defining objectives of 

teaching a foreign language and should be based on an analysis of educational 

standards and general professional needs of students. The development of the 

methodology of teaching foreign languages as a science and the changing of 

aims of teaching ESP, which is conditioned by the social order of society, lead 
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to the need to regularly update the content of teaching a foreign language. The 

procedure for selecting the content for teaching ESP is a multilevel and 

multicomponent process that requires careful study, analysis, and depends on the 

objectives of teaching a language. 
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