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TEACHING ESP AT UKRAINIAN UNIVERSITIES: SPECIFICS AND PROBLEMS

Teaching ESP (English for Specific Purposes) has recently gained its importance as students are prepared for their future work in different spheres: law, engineering, medicine, technology, physics, management, logistics etc. 

Alan Maley [4] states that “there has been a steady demand for courses related to the needs of students rather than to the English for no obvious purpose offered in most educational institutions”.

ESP involves training learners in the particular skills and language they need in order to function in a particular set of professional situations in English. Learners are grouped according to their needs (not just their language level), and the teacher tries to tailor each course to the learners’ particular needs [1; 3; 5].

To identify the problems professors of Ukrainian universities face teaching ESP, a survey was conducted, using the questionnaires for teachers (containing six questions) and for students (made of five questions).The aim of the first question for the teachers is to identify the opinion of the respondents if an ESP teacher has to be a specialist in the subject (management, logistics etc.). Next respondents have to agree or disagree with the statement that an ESP teacher teaches the language of the specialty not the specialty itself. The purpose of the third question is to find out the point of view of teachers if they can ask their students to help with specific terms. For the fourth questions teachers have to agree or disagree with the point that it is unacceptable when the teacher cannot answer the students' questions. In the fifth item respondents have to react positively or negatively to the statement: If an ESP teacher cannot explain the specific terms or answer students' questions, he/she will look incompetent and lose respect. The aim of the last sixth point is to identify the teachers’ feelings if they find it difficult to confess to students whether they do not know the answer to the question of the speciality. As for the questionnaire for students, the aim is to find out the students’ points of view and their attitude to the issues mentioned above.

The subjects of this research are a total of 50 teachers (male and female) aged 23-50 and 60 students from private and state Universities of Ukraine. The following results were received in this research: 23% of the interviewed think that a teacher who teaches ESP should be an expert in the relevant disciplines (management, logistics etc.), 42% disagree with this idea. The respondents gave such comments:  the knowledge in a definite speciality would be useful; it is not necessary, but desirable; the teacher should have the basic knowledge of the speciality and understand terms, but it is not obligatory to be an expert in the field. The majority of the respondents emphasized the importance of the basic knowledge of the speciality. 

77% of teachers agree that ESP teacher teaches the language of the speciality not the speciality itself. Some think that language of speciality deals with speciality and the knowledge in a definite field would be useful. 68% of surveyed teachers agree that they can ask the students to help with specific terms of the subject. But the problems can arise in some universities where ESP is taught during the first year, when students don’t have any knowledge in special disciplines. 

90% of university teachers who took part in the research disagree with the point that it is unacceptable when the teacher cannot answer the students' questions. They comment the point in the following way: “nobody knows everything”, “even a teacher doesn’t know everything” and the way out in such situations can be to give the home task to find the answer to the problematic question.

6% of the respondents agree, but 77% disagree that if an ESP teacher cannot explain the specific terms or answer students' questions, he/she will look incompetent and lose respect. Some interviewees gave such comments: “the teacher will not lose respect unless such thing happens all the time”, but in any case the teacher should promise to find out the answer and tell the results during the next lesson.

26% find it difficult to confess to students when they do not know the answer to the question of the speciality despite the fact that they are teachers of English, but 61% of teachers disagree with this statement. The teachers think that it is better to confess sincerely than not to be able to accept your weak sides or lack of knowledge. Some think that it depends on the question, but the whole situation is unpleasant.

As for the students’ responses, the results show that they are quite demanding towards the teachers and their knowledge. The half of the interviewed students thinks that ESP teachers have to be specialists in the subjects (economics, logistics etc.). 50% of students don’t agree that the ESP teacher can ask the students to help with specific terms of the subject. The half of the respondents thinks that it is unacceptable when the teacher cannot answer the students' questions.  67% of students, who took part in the research, agree that if an ESP teacher cannot explain the specific terms or answer students' questions, he/she will look incompetent and lose respect.

The results of the survey, personal experience and the responses of ESP teachers in informal conversations prove the existence of numerous quantities of problems in teaching process. The lack of knowledge has a side effect on teachers’ confidence (especially among young teachers). The practice shows that most ESP lessons in Ukrainian universities mainly consist of read-translate activities and learning hundreds of terms in English. Another problem is that in some Ukrainian universities students take an ESP course, learn topics from the field of their speciality, but the end of the course test to get credits mainly consists of the grammar exercises, which is frustrating. 

The absence of specialist literature (ESP course books) makes teachers’ life even more difficult as they have to spend hours surfing the Internet, looking through numerous text books, searching for the materials to prepare the lessons. It can lead to stress and burnout.

An ESP teacher has to understand and inform the students that his/ her job is to teach them English, not to be a subject specialist. Consulting with dictionaries, checking terms in them or on the internet is useful during ESP classes. If the teacher is unable to find the answer during the class, it is a good idea to write down the problem and solve it before the next lesson. The teacher can ask learners to find a solution and report back during the next lesson. 

If an ESP teacher is open and honest about his/her own weaknesses, and works hard to prepare for lessons to learn about the specialised subject, learners will certainly be surprised by how much the teacher can help them. An ESP teacher is first of all a language expert, who has understanding of how English works and why certain structures sound better than others. Texts as learning materials can be used for learning and practicing wide range of skills. In ESP course it can be source for new vocabulary, developing speaking, listening, reading and writing skills. It is preferred to combine working with printed text with listening to audio or watching videos (receptive with productive activities).

Therefore the situation with teaching ESP in Ukrainian universities and the problems ESP teachers face in their work have been discussed. The pieces of advice for ESP teachers as for dealing with some typical problems will follow. If the teacher is new to ESP, it’s easier to start with a course book (if it is available). They are written by experienced writers (often with subject specialists) and have been tested to make sure they work. It will save a lot of preparation time and prevent stress. The teachers can cooperate to help each other prepare lessons, share materials. More experienced colleagues can create their own courses based on syllabus and students’ needs. If the teacher is skilled and experienced, he/she has enough knowledge to make the course effective.  After a few years of teaching an ESP course, the teacher feels like an expert. The key to overcome incompetence is preparation. Before every lesson an ESP teacher should study the course materials thoroughly, do every exercise and try to predict what might cause problems and provoke difficult discussions. It is advisable to take time to research the relevant topics in the Internet. 

The way out and help could be to collaborate with subject teachers, take part in different trainings for ESP teachers (for instance, organized by British Council in Ukraine), visit conferences, workshops, seminars on the topic of teaching ESP. In the article “Teaching English for specific purposes and teaching training” the author Msc. Morena Bracaj [2] argues that training of the teachers is very important for ESP courses because teachers should be well specialized so that they can meet students’ needs. General professional training as an educator involves what all teachers need to know regardless of which subject they teach. Knowledge of educational psychology, social psychology, methodology is crucial. Moreover the special training as a teacher of a foreign language and ESP teacher is vital, because it makes teachers understand students’ needs better. 
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