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Abstract 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is a young and developing branch of EFL in Latvia. For many 
years ESP instruction was limited to training special lexicon and translating numerous texts. Of 
course, such methods did not reflect students' interests and resulted in low learner motivation and 
poor participation. With the spread of the student-centered approach in Latvia and the continued 
increase of international contacts in various spheres, much attention has been paid to the design of 
ESP courses that can prepare students for professional communication. However, developing new 
courses along such lines raises the issue of training teachers. Designing a course that can best serve 
learners' interests and needs is an obstacle for many instructors. How can teachers develop a new 
course? Where should they start? What can be done about students' poor motivation? These are some 
of the questions that are often asked by many teachers. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to 
suggest a framework for an ESP course-development process that will help teachers with some of the 
problems they may come across in designing a new ESP course. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Kember (1997) described two broad orientations in teaching: the teacher centered/content oriented 
conception and the student centered/learning oriented conceptions. In a very useful breakdown of 
these orientations he supports many other authors views in relation to student-centered view including: 
that knowledge is constructed by students and that the lecturer is a facilitator of learning rather than a 
presenter of information. Rogers (1983) identified the important precondition for student-centered 
learning as the need for: ‘... a leader or person who is perceived as an authority figure in the situation, 
is sufficiently secure within herself (himself) and in her (his) relationship to others that she (he) 
experiences an essential trust in the capacity of others to think for themselves, to learn for themselves’.  

Choice in the area of the learning is emphasized by Burnard (1999), as he interprets Rogers’ ideas of 
student-centeredness as ‘students might not only choose what to study, but how and why that topic 
might be an interesting one to study’. He also emphasizes Rogers’ belief that students’ perceptions of 
the world were important, that they were relevant and appropriate. This definition therefore 
emphasizes the concept of students having ‘choice’ in their learning.  

Harden and Crosby (2000) describe teacher-centered learning strategies as the focus on the teacher 
transmitting knowledge, from the expert to the novice. In contrast, they describe student-centered 
learning as focusing on the students’ learning and ‘what students do to achieve this, rather than what 
the teacher does’. This definition emphasizes the concept of the student ‘doing’.  

Other authors articulate broader, more comprehensive definitions. Lea et al. (2003) summarizes some 
of the literature on student-centered learning to include the followings tenets:  

1. ‘the reliance on active rather than passive learning,  

2. an emphasis on deep learning and understanding,  
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3. increased responsibility and accountability on the part of the student,  

4. an increased sense of autonomy in the learner  

5. an interdependence between teacher and learner,  

6. mutual respect within the learner teacher relationship,  

7. and a reflexive approach to the teaching and learning process on the part of both teacher and 
learner.’ 

Gibbs (1995) draws on similar concepts when he describes student-centered courses as those that 
emphasize: learner activity rather than passivity; students’ experience on the course outside the 
institution and prior to the course; process and competence, rather than content; where the key 
decisions about learning are made by the student through negotiation with the teacher. Gibbs 
elaborates in more detail on these key decisions to include: ‘What is to be learnt, how and when it is to 
be learnt, with what outcome, what criteria and standards are to be used, how the judgements are made 
and by whom these judgements are made’ (1995). In a similar vein in earlier literature, the student-
teacher relationship is particularly elaborated upon by Brandes and Ginnis (1986). In their book for 
use in second level education (post-primary), entitled ‘A Guide to Student-Centered Learning’, they 
present the main principles of student-centered learning as:  

• The learner has full responsibility for her/his learning  

• Involvement and participation are necessary for learning  

• The relationship between learners is more equal, promoting growth, development  

• The teacher becomes a facilitator and resource person  

• The learner experiences confluence in his education (affective and cognitive domains flow 
together)  

• The learner sees himself differently as a result of the learning experience.  

The theoretical standing of student-centered learning is often surprisingly absent in the literature. 
However, it appears to relate primarily to the constructivist view of learning in the importance it 
places on activity, discovery and independent learning (Carlile and Jordan 2005). Cognitive theory 
also highlights activity but in a different form than that supported by the constructivists (Cobb 1999). 
The cognitive view supports the idea that the activity of learning is computed in the head, or as often 
described ‘in the mind’. The constructivist view of activity is related more to performing physical 
activities, for example, projects, practicals. Student-centered learning has some connections with the 
social constructivist view, which emphasizes activity and the importance of communities of 
practice/others in the learning process. However, the definitions of SCL do not necessarily highlight 
the importance of peers in learning (Cobb 1999; Bredo 1999).  

In summary, it appears from the literature that some view student-centered learning as: the concept of 
the student’s choice in their education; others see it as the being about the student doing more than the 
lecturer (active versus passive learning); while others have a much broader definition which includes 
both of these concepts but, in addition, describes the shift in the power relationship between the 
student and the teacher.  

 

 

 



Journal	of	International	Scientific	Publication:		
Materials,	Methods	&	Technologies,	Volume	4,	Part	2	

	

	

 
 

316 	

 

2. DISCUSSION 

Learning is often presented in this dualism of either student-centered learning or teacher-centered 
learning. In the reality of practice the situation is less black and white. A more useful presentation of 
student-centered learning is to see these terms as either end of a continuum, using the three concepts 
regularly used to describe student-centered learning (See Table 1).  

 

Table 1:                  Student-centered and teacher-centered continuum 
Teacher-centred Learning Student-centred Learning 

Low level of student choice High level of student choice 

Student passive Student active 

Power is primarily with teacher Power primarily with the student 

                         
 

In examining how a teacher might look at this in practice, it is worth thinking how far up the 
continuum she is able to move within the contextual barriers in her teaching situation. The next 
sections will present some ideas for making that progression.  

2.1. Implications for ESP course design 

Developing a new ESP course is a difficult, but a very important, process. Before teaching, instructors 
will need to analyze the students, formulate the goals and objectives of the course, conceptualize the 
content, select teaching materials, plan the course, and be ready to evaluate it. In the center of the 
course developing process should a particular group of students the course is designed for. 

2.1.1. Students' Analysis 

It is very important to start the ESP course-developing process with an analysis of the target group of 
students: many problems in L2 classes are a result of teachers not paying attention to learners' interests 
and ignoring students as a source of essential information. With the spread of communicative language 
teaching (CLT), much emphasis in second language (L2) methodology has been paid to the learner-
oriented instruction. As a result, needs analysis has been given considerable attention in making a 
particular course serve a particular group's interests (Graves K., 1996; Harrison R., 1996; Hutchison T. 
& A. Waters, 1987). However, students can provide much more valuable information for teachers than 
an expression of their needs. Therefore, a better term than needs analysis might be students’ analysis. 

Students' analysis can give two kinds of information. The first reflects learners' "possession" - their 
current level in their L2-ESP, field knowledge in L1 and/or L2, motivation, methods of learning they 
have experienced, etc. The second represents what learners want to achieve - what traditionally has 
been called "ESP needs". 

Two kinds of information consequently correspond to two levels of knowledge presented in S. 
Krashen's Input Hypothesis (1985), also known as i + 1 Hypothesis. According to the study, i 
represents students' current level of L2 competence, and + 1 is a level of ESP proficiency beyond their 
present level. 

Similar to S. Krashen's theory is L. Vygotsky's (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD) in which there are two main stages of an individual's development. The first stage is what a 
child or learner can do by himself. The second stage is his potential, what he can accomplish with the 
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help of another, more competent person. The distance between two stages is called the ZPD. L. 
Vygotsky also introduced a notion of a mediator - a person who helps students achieve what they 
cannot do by themselves. In the teaching of ESP, the role of mediator will be placed on the teacher, 
who will start from students' current stage and bring them to the second stage of their needs. 

There may be different ways of finding information about students’ needs and previous experience. At 
the university and high school levels, it can be done through various questionnaires, surveys, group 
discussions, individual talks, etc. For example, Business English students may be asked to list areas in 
which everyone foresees using ESP (for instance, selling insurance, opening bank accounts, dealing 
with foreign customers in currency exchange offices, translating business documents from English 
into Latvian, etc.). 

Even though very important, students' data should not be overused. Finding out this information does 
not mean that teachers should teach only what their students want. Of course, teaching cannot take 
place in isolation. There are certain things, such as curriculum, institutional guidelines, and 
standardization, that cannot and may not be ignored. However, in developing a new course, students' 
analysis will help teachers bring together the required and desired in formulating goals and objectives, 
conceptualizing the content of the course, selecting teaching materials, and course assessment, as we 
are going to examine in this paper. 

2.1.2. Formulation of Goals and Objectives of the Course 

Formulating goals and objectives for a particular course allows the teacher to create a clear picture of 
what the course is going to be about. As K. Graves (1996) explains, goals are general statements or the 
final destination, the level students will need to achieve. Objectives express certain ways of achieving 
the goals. In other words, objectives are teachable chunks, which in their accumulation form the 
essence of the course. Clear understanding of goals and objectives will help teachers to be sure what 
material to teach, and when and how it should be taught. In his book D. Nunan (1988) gives a clear 
description of how one should state objectives. Depending on what is desired, objectives may sound 
like the following: 

Students will learn that ... 

Students will be aware of ... 

Students will develop ... 

It is also important to state realistic and achievable goals and objectives. 

2.1.3. Conceptualizing the Content 

Several years ago ESP teaching in Latvia was characterized by the structural approach. From year to 
year, different students with the same or similar majors had to use exactly the same textbooks and 
syllabuses. But all students are different and with the rapid development of the world, changes in 
students’ needs and interests are inevitable. Therefore, ideally, in establishing a learner-centered 
approach there should be a shift in L2 pedagogy in the selection of the content of the course. This shift 
should serve the learners' interests and needs. 

Conceptualizing the content is not a context-free process. When taking into account information about 
the students, goals, and objectives, teachers need to determine which aspects of ESP learning will be 
included, emphasized, integrated, and used as a core of the course to address students' needs and 
expectations. There may be different ways of conceptualizing the content. Teachers can focus on 
developing "basic skills", communicative competence, intercultural competence, vocabulary 
awareness, etc. For example, an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course for Latvian high school 
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students who are going to participate in a foreign exchange program can be conceptualized around L2 
culture. 

One of the goals of this course, for instance, is to achieve intercultural communicative competence. 
Students are developing language skills, but it is accomplished through the integration of the 
sociocultural component into the teaching various elements of the language. 

It should also become clear that even though separated in structural charts, all skills and aspects of the 
language are interwoven in the real communication. Therefore, they should be treated, taught, and 
tested as one inseparable unit. 

2.1.4. Selecting and Developing ESP Materials 

For many teachers, selection of teaching materials is based on their availability. Furthermore, chosen 
materials determine the content of the course. Quite often it serves as a justification and explanation of 
the use of the same syllabus with different students. In student-centered instruction, the 
appropriateness of materials includes student comfort and familiarity with the material, language level, 
interest, and relevance. 

However, in some situations teachers are dependent on the materials and are required to use the same 
textbook over and over again. Potentially there is nothing bad in using the same teaching materials, if 
everything is conceptualized through a learner-centered approach. The same article or audio story can 
be used for developing reading or listening comprehension skills, cultural awareness, expanding 
vocabulary, etc. Thus, as K. Graves points out, teaching materials are "tools that can be figuratively 
cut up into component pieces and then rearranged to suite the needs, abilities, and interests of the 
students in the course (Graves K., 1996). 

The University of Glasgow (2004) identified four main strategies in a study on student-centered 
learning practices in their University. The first strategy was to make the student more active in 
acquiring knowledge and skills and might include exercises in class, fieldwork, use of CAL (computer 
assisted learning) packages etc. The second strategy was to make the student more aware of what they 
are doing and why they are doing it. A third strategy is a focus on interaction, such as the use of 
tutorials and other discussion groups. The final strategy is the focus on transferable skills. This last 
strategy is not mentioned in other definitions of the student-centered learning but does look beyond the 
immediate course requirements to other benefits to the student in later employment. Table 2 highlights 
a sample of student-centered learning/teaching methods and includes some ideas for lecturers both 
within (more teacher-centered) and outside of the lecture format. You may consider, however, in 
striving to reduce the amount of lecture contact hours for more student-centered formats, where 
possible.  

2.1.5. Course Planning 

After formulating major objectives and choosing teaching material, many teachers start planning a 
new course. There may be different ways of organizing activities. In CLT the following pattern is 
traditionally used: "pre-activity”, “activity”, “follow up". Teachers start with what students already 
know or with a fairly simple task, and then pass to more complex activities. Another approach to 
"recycling" materials has recently become quite popular. Students learn information about the L2 
country and then recycle it in the activity about the L1 country. In this way, the "Dialogue of Cultures" 
principle is achieved. It is recommended that teachers be flexible in course planning, i.e. that they be 
ready adjust the syllabus and make slight changes in the course while teaching, so that they can best 
address students interests and needs. 
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Table 2: Examples of student centered learning/teaching methods 
Outside of the lecture format In the Lecture 

Independent projects Buzz groups (short discussion in twos) 

Group discussion Pyramids/snowballing (Buzz groups continuing 
the discussion into larger groups) 

Peer mentoring of other students Cross-overs (mixing students into groups by 
letter/number allocations) 

Debates Rounds (giving turns to individual students to 
talk) 

Field-trips Quizes 

Practicals Writing reflections on learning (3/4 minutes) 

Reflective diaries, learning journals Student class presentations 

Computer assisted learning Role play 

Choice in subjects for study/projects Poster presentations 

Writing newspaper article Students producing mind maps in class 

Portfolio development  

 

2.1.6. Evaluating the Course 

Course evaluation is the last, but not the least, important stage. Teachers should evaluate their courses 
to improve and promote their effectiveness. Evaluation can be done in two different ways: implicitly 
and explicitly. Implicit evaluation takes place during the semester, when learners, by their grades, 
participation, and motivation, give clues to the teacher on how their learning is going on. Explicit 
evaluation may take place at the end of the course or after students have experienced it. Using 
questionnaires, surveys, talks, etc. teachers ask the students to express their attitude towards the 
subject matter, instructional methods, activities, teacher's role and so on.  

Black (1999) summarised some of the difficulties highlighted in the literature in the area of 
assessment, for example, a) that the giving of marks and grades are over emphasised, while the giving 
of advice and the learning function are under emphasised, b) pupils are compared with one another 
which highlights competition rather than personal improvement. He also explains the concept of self-
assessment as essential activity to help students ‘take responsibility for their own learning’, an 
important aspect of SCL (Benett 1999; Black 1999). Foucault argued that the examination was a 
technique of power, where a student is ’controlled through a system ’micro-penalties’, the constant 
giving of marks which constitutes a whole field of surveillance’ (cited in Broadfoot 1999). The use of 
the written examination is still a strong practice in today’s Universities and is primarily a summative 
assessment, i.e. an assessment for judgement or accreditation. The addition of more formative 
assessment, which emphasises feedback to students on their learning, would ‘enhance their (student) 
learning’ (Brown et al. 1997; Light and Cox 2001). By developing more formative assessment in your 
courses you can provide a focus for the student by highlighting their learning gaps and areas that they 
can develop. Examples of formative assessment include feedback on essays, written comments on 
assignments, grades during the year that do not add to end of year mark and multiple-choice 
questions/answers for feedback only. The addition of more formative assessment encourages a more 
student-centered approach.  
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Table 3 presents practical examples of student-centered assessments as presented by Gibbs (1995). 
Further details of some of these assessments can be seen on the UCD Centre for Teaching and 
Learning website ( http://www.ucd.ie/teaching).  

 

Table 3: Examples of student-centered assessments (Gibbs 1995) 

• Diaries, logs and journals  

• Portfolios  

• Peer/self assessment  

• Learning contracts and negotiated 
assessment 

• Projects  

• Group work  

• Profiles  

• Skills and competencies 

 

Peer and self-assessment both give some control and responsibility back to the student, emphasizing 
‘an increased sense of autonomy in the learner’ as noted in Lea et al.’s definition of student-centered 
learning (2003). Learning contracts/negotiated contracts are goals set by the student, depending on 
their learning gaps, which are in turn negotiated with the lecturer (Knight 2002). The contract can also 
highlight the manner in which the student would like to be assessed in order to demonstrate that they 
have reached the goals. This can add choice in what to study and, in addition, choice in how the 
student will be assessed. Choice is one of the key terms in relation to student-centered learning. The 
concept of negotiation of learning also addresses the unique change in relationship between lecturer 
and student noted by Lea et al. (2003) in their definition of student-centered learning.  

Gibbs (1995), as mentioned earlier, describes the range of choices available to students in relation to 
assessment as: ‘......, what criteria and standards are to be used, how the judgements are made and by 
whom these judgements are made’. In practice, how do we give students some autonomy and 
decision-making in an area such as assessment? Brown et al. (1994) highlight a range of suggestions 
on how lecturers can involve students in the assessment process: (Table 4).  

 

Table 4: Assessment process and student-centered learning 
Involving students at the stage when  
the task is set: 

 

 

 

• Choosing the assessment task  

• Setting the assessment task  

• Discussion the assessment criteria  

• Setting the assessment criteria 

Involving students at the stage after  
the task is completed: 

 

 

 

• Making self-assessment comments  

• Making peer-assessment feedback 
comments  

• Suggesting self-assessment grades/marks  

• Negotiating self-assessment 
grades/marks  

• Assigning self-assessment grades/marks  

• Assigning peer-assessment grades/marks 
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(Brown, Rust, and Gibbs 1994) 

The suggestions in Table 4 above may seem a large jump from your current practices, therefore, you 
might consider moving your assessment practice slightly up the teacher/student-centered continuum. 
An example of a small but significant change is to provide a choice of essay topics and exam questions 
as a manageable starting point.  

Evaluation of the course is a brave step for the teacher. She should be open-minded in hearing and 
implementing learners' comments. 

 

3. CONCLUSION 

As we can see, developing a new course is a difficult, but a very important, process. Before teaching, 
instructors will need to formulate the goals and objectives of the course, conceptualize the content, 
select teaching materials, plan the course, and be ready to evaluate it. In the center of the course 
developing process should a particular group of students the course is designed for. 

Developing a new course is not just planning a course. In teaching, instructors are constant learners. 
With professional experience, our views, teaching concepts, and methodological knowledge are 
continuously changing. From year to year, we have different students with different needs and 
background. That will inevitably make it necessary and important to modify every course and adjust it 
to a particular group of students. Furthermore, quite often in the classroom things take place in an 
unexpected or unplanned way. Flexible teachers are open to making necessary changes while teaching. 
They can see what can or should be modified, added, or changed to make the course reflect students' 
interests and needs. Therefore, course development can be seen as an on-going process. 

The purpose of this article is to introduce a framework for developing a new ESP course using a 
learner centered approach. As this section illustrates, student-centered course-developing process starts 
with 1) students analysis, which is followed by 2) formulation of goals and objectives, 3) content, 4) 
selection of teaching materials and 5) course evaluation. Course development should be viewed as an 
on-going process, one in which the teacher makes necessary changes to suite students interests and 
needs, even as the course is in progress. 
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