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Abstract: English for Specific Purposes (ESP) at tertiary level in vocational programmes 

primarily has a utilitarian purpose, where English language becomes a tool for further 

developing specific education, helping in academic studies and demonstrating communicative 

ability and skills in the specialist area of study. Relevant teaching materials of English for 

Specific Purposes are designed with these points in mind. Our main concern here is to find out 

whether those courses designed by taking and developing often authentic samples of 

particular specific subject and language meet our students’ needs. The curriculum of ESP 

taught at University Department of Professional Studies, University of Split, focuses on a 

broad range of typical business contexts (such as work, money, banking, advertising, business) 

rather than content specific situations. The courses are tailored to fit general business 

purposes instead of more restricted ones appertaining to different business courses and 

concentrating on their particular features. Hence, a proficiency analysis of specific 

vocabulary acquisition was undergone together with an analysis of students’ attitudes towards 

the English language in order to identify and establish the level of communication efficiency 

and specialist vocabulary possessed and required. Participants in this study were students of 

Accounting and Finance and Business Trade from University Department of Professional 

Studies, University of Split, Croatia. All the students had background knowledge of general 

English and had attended courses of English for Specific Purposes. Results obtained confirm a 

restricted ability in the spectrum of specific language and skills required, especially in those 

cases where students were already struggling with general low level of language proficiency. 

Besides determining areas of weaknesses in students’ proficiency, the results also indicate the 

need to reevaluate our ESP courses since they are not fully fulfilling our educational needs. 

Integrating team-teaching or close cooperation between the subject teacher and an English 

language teacher might be a key in cases where emphasizing subject-specific content is 

important. Teaching the courses by applying methodological principles of CLIL (Content and 

Language Integrated Learning) might be one of the ways in bridging the gap between 

language and content-specific instruction. Another possibility would be higher occurrence of 

attendances of international or joint programs and semesters abroad through Erasmus or 

other similar programs of student mobility. 

Keywords: ESP, needs analysis, specific language and subject-specific content, integrating 

disciplines, CLIL 
 

Introduction 

There is no need in explaining the importance of the English language in the globalized world not only 

as a lingua franca but also as the principal language of science. Most of the academic literature appears 

in English and its practical use nowadays is almost a prerequisite worldwide. Having in mind 

constantly increasing mobility and exchange of students within the Erasmus program, where English is 

the official language of instruction, increased student’s needs become more evident. Also, if our 

students, as future members of the EU, are to reap benefits of an integrated Europe and be more 

competitive work wise in the global arena, the ability to converse and do business in English is vital.  

 

Preparing students for effective communication in a foreign language is a challenge, but training them 

for specialist area of study and/or work is even more complex. According to Hutchinson and Walters 

[1, 16-18] the increased specialization in language learning or ESP (English for specific purposes) 

evolved as a result of three key factors. First, after the World-War II English emerged as the 

international language. Second, a revolution in linguistics and understanding that the language varies 

depending on different situations brought the idea that it can be tailored to suit the needs of specific 

users. Finally, new developments in educational psychology put special emphasis on learners, their 
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needs and attitudes toward learning. As a result, an awareness of different methods and strategies to be 

used in specific language acquisition to meet different students’ needs arose. This approach to 

language teaching has been further developed by Strevens (1988), Robinson (1991) and Dudley-Evans 

and St John (2007) who stress the fact that ESP teaching always reflects “the underlying concepts and 

activities of the broad discipline” which means that the methodology of teaching will be based on the 

teacher as language consultant and the students as experts in the subject matter [2]. By stressing those 

two aspects of ESP methodology, Dudley-Evans’ and St John’s main assumptions lay in mastering the 

registers, lexis, grammar of specific language in order to appropriately master the content of specific 

discipline [3, 125].   
 

For the purpose of this paper it is not necessary to go into detailed description of the many 

classifications of ESP [1, 34-73]. However, for our study on the effectiveness of the ESP courses it is 

important to note that at our institution the main principles of ESP are applied through the use of 

English for General Business Purposes. By using course books such as Market Leader we mainly 

concentrate on acquiring the four skills (reading, writing, speaking and listening) and attaining 

business vocabulary through the use of authentic materials taken from Financial Times and similar 

business sources. The texts are accompanied by video and audio formats for enhancing the 

listening/understanding skills. As explained by Dudley-Evans and St John, English for General 

Business Purposes (EGBP) courses mainly concentrate on the systematic acquisition of grammar and 

on the broad business vocabulary acquisition, which is clearly different from that of specific business 

purposes even if the core language activities are the same [3, 56]. By broad business vocabulary we 

mean that it occurs in general language but has somewhat higher frequency in business contexts. 

However, it is not strictly restricted to certain disciplines as is the case with some vocabulary (e.g. 

technical vocabulary) [3, 80-83]. 
 

The ELT and ESP practitioners at the University Department of Professional Studies at the University 

of Split, Croatia, pay a lot of attention to various approaches in which English language proficiency, 

including the business language, can be enhanced. Quality of language teaching has since the 

beginning of our institution been a focus of attention not only for the English language teachers but 

also for the course program developers within the Department. Syllabus design, methodology of 

teaching, selection of materials, needs analysis and evaluation are, according to Dudley-Evans and St 

John the indispensable and interconnected stages of ESP [3, 121]. Collecting data to establish personal 

and professional information about students, finding out about the reasons for learning and using the 

language, about subjective and objective students’ needs and current language skills are crucial in 

order to obtain further information about the students’ lacks and learning needs. Therefore, we 

engaged in a thorough needs analysis, lexical analysis and evaluation of effectiveness of our ESP 

courses to assess to what level our students are able to use what they learned and to find out about our 

students’ areas of weaknesses. The study and the results of its statistical analysis would firstly show us 

our students’ oral and lexical skills, and secondly, their disposition towards the language acquisition. 

Also, the results could potentially lead to a new and improved course syllabus design that would meet 

our objectives and improve students’ use of the content-specific language necessary for their academic 

progress but also for their future careers.   
 

Method and Methodology. Participants in this study, carried out in April 2013, were 61 adult 

students: 13 first year undergraduate students of Accounting and Finance, 22 second year 

undergraduate students of Business Trade and 26 students of the first year specialist graduate 

professional study of Finance and Accounting from University Department of Professional Studies, 

University of Split, Croatia. The questionnaires and observations were conducted in an ESP class (1
st
 

year Accounting and Finance students), Economics in Tourism class (2
nd

 year Business Trade 

students), and Management of Personal Finances (1
st
 year specialist study of Accounting and 

Finance/Master’s level). 48 female (79%) and 13 male students (21%) participated in the survey. All 

the students had previous background knowledge of general English and have attended courses of 

English for Specific Purposes. However, at the time the questionnaire was carried out undergraduate 

students of Business Trade have had, due to different study curricula, three times more Business 

English lessons (180 hours) than those of the undergraduate study of Accounting and Finance (60 

hours) and specialist study of Accounting and Finance (60 hours total, at the undergraduate level). 
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In order to assess whether the students have been able to effectively use the target language taught in 

our Business English classes and in various core classes in students’ first language, a proficiency 

assessment, a questionnaire and observation were carried out. The students’ oral competence as well 

as shadowing of students at class work was observed in courses of Management of Personal Finances, 

Business English II and Economics in Tourism in forms of discussions and work on a given topic. A 

test of key vocabulary acting as carrier content from an article discussed in class was completed in the 

Economics in Tourism course alongside the questionnaire in which the students expressed their 

attitudes towards learning ESP and its importance for the study and future profession. The same 

questionnaire, with appropriate carrier vocabulary for the course in Management of Personal 

Finances, was offered to the other two groups of students. A corpus of 25 core words, given by 

offering translation from Croatian into English, English into Croatian, and through the words in 

context, was to be completed in order to identify and establish the level of communication efficiency 

and specialist vocabulary possessed. Besides testing business English, the students expressed their 

views on studying English, its importance for the study and future jobs. Here a Likert scale was used 

with the corresponding range of 5 ordered responses. The scale format: 1 - strongly disagree, 2 - 

disagree, 3 - neither agree nor disagree, 4 - agree and 5-strongly agree was used. Statistical analysis 

included descriptive statistics: the calculation of average, standard deviation, coefficient of variation 

and the median. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and post-hoc Tukey-test were used to test the 

existence of difference in knowledge of the English language and attitudes about the importance of the 

English language among the three groups of students. Pearson correlation coefficient was used for 

testing linear relationship between English language proficiency and attitudes towards learning the 

language. It was also compared with the obtained grades in English. A hypothesis of possible 

differences between students who use English daily and those who do not has also been investigated.  

 

In short, in Dudley-Evans’ and St John’s words, we conducted a target situation analysis (TSA), a 

learning situation analysis (LSA) and a present situation analysis (PSA) through a means of 

observation, questionnaire and analysis of carrier vocabulary. “Thus, a TSA includes objective, 

perceived and product-oriented needs; an LSA includes subjective, felt and process-oriented needs; a 

PSA estimates strengths and weaknesses in language, skills, learning experiences” [3, 124]. 

 

1. Target and Present Situation Analysis (TSA and PSA) 

The first area of investigation focused on the target and present situation analysis of students’ 

language proficiency. We tested students’ knowledge of carrier vocabulary in specific disciplines. 

Knowledge of the lexis included in the questionnaire is considered as crucial for the students’ future 

work in a wider area of economics. 

 

a) Translations from Croatian into English. Students were given 10 core vocabulary words in 

Croatian from the areas of Tourism or Accounting and Finance to translate into English. Correct 

answers carried 1 point, incorrect 0. Based on the course of study the results are given in table 1. 
 

Table no. 1 Translation from Croatian into English 

 Accounting and Finance, 

1st year 

Business Trade,  

2nd year 

Specialist study of Accounting 

and Finance, 1st year 

Average 3,92 4,05 2,88 

Standard deviation 3,43 2,01 2,61 

Coefficient variation 87% 50% 90% 

Median 3,00 4,50 2,00 

 

b) Translation from English into Croatian. Students were given 10 core vocabulary words in 

English from the areas of Tourism or Accounting and Finance to translate into Croatian. Correct 

answers carried 1 point, incorrect 0.  
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Table no. 2 Translation from English into Croatian 

 Accounting and Finance, 

1st year  

Business Trade,  

2nd year 

Specialist study of Accounting 

and Finance, 1st year 

Average 3,08 2,41 4,12 

Standard deviation 2,14 1,59 2,10 

Coefficient 

variation 
70% 66% 51% 

Median 3,00 2,00 4,00 

 

c) Words in context in English. Students were given 5 key expressions in English for which they had 

to provide the English and Croatian equivalents. Correct answers carried 1 point, incorrect 0.  
 

Table no. 3 Words in context in English 

 Accounting and 

Finance, 1st year 

Business Trade,  

2nd year 

Specialist study of Accounting 

and Finance, 1st year 

Average 2,31 1,14 3,40 

Standard deviation 2,46 1,52 3,03 

Coefficient 

variation 
107% 133% 89% 

Median 1,00 0,50 3,00 

 

d) Overall results 
Table no. 4 Overall results 

 Accounting and 

Finance, 1st year 

Business Trade,  

2nd year 

Specialist study of Accounting 

and Finance, 1st year 

Average 9,31 7,59 10,12 

Standard deviation 7,08 4,19 6,86 

Coefficient 

variation 
76% 55% 68% 

Median 6,00 6,50 9,50 

 

Overall results show that the most proficient were 1st year students of specialist studies of Accounting 

and Finance. Despite the fact that they did not have the most hours of Business English (60 total), 

these results were expected as the number of students pursuing master level is much smaller 

(According to the official Croatian statistical reports on the enrollment of students 936 first year full-

time students commenced their undergraduate studies, while only 74 students decided to continue their 

studies at a Master’s level in 2011 at the University Department of Professional Studies. [4, 32]. In 

addition, further pursuing of specialist studies generally involves better students as only those with 

higher GPA’s (grade point average) are accepted for the specialist program.  

 

Furthermore, one-way ANOVA was used to test the significant difference between three groups of 

students. The null and alternative hypotheses are: 

H0: there is no significant difference between three groups of students 

H1: there is at least one group with mean significantly different from others 
Table no. 5 ANOVA-test 

Test p-value 

Translation into English 0,272 

Translation into Croatian 0,015 

English expression / Croatian expression 0,011 

Total 0,369 

 

These results show a statistically significant difference in translation of carrier specialist vocabulary 

from English into Croatian and in finding words in context between the groups. According to the post-

hoc Tukey-test 1st year students of specialist study of Accounting and Finance proved to have 

significantly better results than the 2nd year students of Business Trade (p=0,012 i p=0,008) despite 

the fact that the latter had three times more Business English classes. 
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2. Oral Competence, Everyday Use of Language and Attitudes towards Learning English 

Our next topic area concentrated on the assessment of students’ performance and ability to discuss a 

content specific theme. The study did not show statistically relevant difference in oral competence 

between the three groups of students. A minority of students in each group were confident enough to 

show a certain proficiency in speaking, while the majority was reticent in discussions. A group 

attending the Business English class, however, showed to be more willing to communicate in the 

target language because of the nature of the course, where speaking is a regular activity. Still, most of 

the students were called in to participate, rather than share their opinions and participate in discussions 

spontaneously. This was even more obvious in the other two groups where English is not the common 

means of communication. Only a few students demonstrated enough confidence and speaking skills to 

share their ideas. These students also stated that they used English daily.  
 

In addition, students who have the opportunity to use English everyday hold a better grade in English 

language 1 (an average grade of 3,94 or a grade B) in comparison to the other students (average 3,33, 

or a grade C). The empirical level of significance is p=0,013. Students having better grades showed an 

overall better knowledge in the three tests of vocabulary competence. Moreover, they have a more 

positive and open attitude towards having more hours of English. Level of significance here is α=0, 1 

(p=0,071). They also find knowledge of English more important (p=0,021). 
 

Table no. 6 Everyday usage of English language and non-usage 

 English Croatian English expression Total 

Everyday usage 5,353 3,882 3,177 12,412 

Non-usage 2,818 3,023 2,000 7,723 

p-value 0,001 0,151 0,122 0,007 
 

Besides showing overall better oral competence and confidence, the results indicate that the students 

who use English everyday were more successful in all the tests taken and have a more positive attitude 

towards language. Moreover, statistically significant were their better results in translation from 

Croatian into English and in the total number of points. 
 

In general, oral competence results confirm a restricted ability in the spectrum of specific language 

and skills required, especially in those cases where students were already struggling with general low 

level of language proficiency. Better-developed speaking skills are a necessity if the students are to 

express their ideas clearly. These results, however, can be due to many reasons. Students may have not 

had an adequate threshold level of language knowledge prior to starting bachelor studies and most of 

them barely meet the readiness benchmarks for ESP courses. For many of those students it might be 

too late to develop the necessary proficiency skills in specific language, despite their obligation to take 

several Business English courses lasting up to 180 hours total. Psychological factors also matter, such 

as students’ attitudes towards learning, their proclivity towards the language and other subjective 

factors, such as lack of confidence in their knowledge of language, in their ideas and fear of making 

mistakes. Some objective factors during the classroom observation may have also influenced the 

results. Students may have needed more time to adjust to the new circumstances of an outside 

evaluator shadowing their work and making observations. Also, replying and discussing a specific 

content in the English language, as opposed to the lectures normally held in their mother tongue, may 

be one of those factors too.  
 

Overall, senior students of specialist study of Accounting and Finance had generally better grades and 

used language more frequently in everyday situations. They also had better results in translation and in 

the use of specific vocabulary and have expressed a positive attitude towards language learning. 

Moreover, the already mentioned smaller number of better students attending the specialist studies at a 

master’s level; the fact that those students took more discipline specific courses in previous years and 

had a more thorough knowledge of the specific content may also have contributed to their confidence 

and willingness to speak and engage in translations. The improvement in speaking and lexical skills in 

senior years, despite the smaller number of Business English classes, indicates that it is not relevant 

whether the students had 60 or 180 hours of General Business English classes total, but rather whether 

or not they had specific training in their discipline (in their mother tongue as the language of 

instruction) and also whether they were using English frequently (in and outside academic world).  

Students may not only need to read textbooks and articles in their field; they also need more oral 
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practice to achieve their goals [3, 26]. Thus, a bigger emphasis should be put to the frequency of oral 

activities because without good communication skills successful careers become questionable in 

competitive business environments.  
 

Conclusions 

Besides determining areas of weaknesses in students’ proficiency and their objective and subjective 

needs, the results also indicate the need to reevaluate and rethink our ESP courses and delivery. We are 

not advocating abandonment of a classical Business English course; we are rather in favour of mixing 

different methodologies and approaches where all four skills will be practiced through a multi-

disciplinary approach to other disciplines (such as economics) and where practical knowledge may be 

tested. General Business English classes focusing on acquiring language skills through extensive 

coverage of general business situations could be taught in the first year of undergraduate studies, while a 

cross-disciplinary course that would focus on discipline-specific areas, using English as a 

communication platform, could be implemented for senior years of study or at specialist level of studies. 

If we are to focus more on improving students’ communication skills in content specific area, a 

cooperation of business/economics and English language teachers becomes crucial. A form of team 

teaching where business teachers would teach the content while English teachers would provide 

language support is just one possibility. Another possibility would be collaboration of language 

instructors and economics lecturers on syllabus design of an interdisciplinary course on discipline -

specific communication skills in English. Economics experts would identify the adequate requirements 

for the course while at the same time avoiding its mismatch that sometimes occurs in ESP courses’ 

textbooks. Also, being experts in their areas, business/economics teachers could point out to the 

discipline specific demands and content which an English teacher might not be aware of, thus keeping 

the dynamics of the course effective and up to date. A format of CLIL (Content and Language Integrated 

Learning) where “language teaching/learning is integrated into content classes and content 

teaching/learning is integrated into language classes” [5, 96; 6] may also provide opportunities to study 

content through different perspectives, and access subject specific target language through different 

approaches while at the same time improving overall language competence. However challenging the 

implementation of such courses might be for the stakeholders in tertiary education [7, 277] it is our belief 

that the language skills need to be interwoven in the real business context of the content-specific courses 

taught at the schools of economics in order to promise students’ better specific language competency.  

Another option to meet the students’ needs that have emerged from the findings in this study is 

taking advantage of more active involvement in Erasmus mobility programmes offered to our 

institution through the LLP programs. Besides coming across a wide range of cultural and different 

non-academic experiences, the outgoing students would be thrown into an academic world where the 

language of instruction is English. There is hardly a better option of enhancing our students’ 

knowledge of the English language. 
 

References 

[1] Hutchinson, T., & Waters, A. (1987), English for Specific Purposes: A learning-centered approach. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

[2] Gatehouse, K., (2001), Key Issues in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) Curriculum Development, the 

Internet TESL Journal, Vol. VII, No. 10, October 2001, http://iteslj.org/ 

[3] Dudley-Evans, T. & ST John, M. J., (2007), Developments in ESP: A multi-disciplinary approach. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

[4] CROATIAN STATISTICAL REPORTS, [http://www.dzs.hr/Hrv_Eng/publication/2012/SI-1445.pdf, page 32, 

visited May 17, 2013 

[5] Mehisto, P. (2008), CLIL Counterweights: Recognising and Decreasing Disjuncture in CLIL, University of 

London. International CLIL Research Journal, vol 1 (1) (2008) 93-118 http://www.icrj.eu/11/article8.html 

[6] INTERNATIONAL CLIL RESEARCH JOURNAL at http://www.icrj.eu/11/article8.html 

[7] Camiciotti, B. C., (2010), Meeting the challenges of European student mobility: Preparing Italian Erasmus 

students for business lectures in English. English for Specific Purposes, volume 29, issue 4 (2010) 268-280 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889490610000025 
 
 

Supplementary recommended readings 

Jackson J., (2005), An inter-university, cross-disciplinary analysis of business education: Perceptions of 

business faculty in Hong Kong. English for Specific Purposes Volume 24, issue 3, pp. 293–306 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889490604000456 

 

http://iteslj.org/
http://www.dzs.hr/Hrv_Eng/publication/2012/SI-1445.pdf
http://www.icrj.eu/11/article8.html
http://www.icrj.eu/11/article8.html
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889490610000025
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889490604000456

