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The role of the teacher as seen through the actual teaching process in facilitating students to develop their own learning strategies which are appropriate to the requirements of the subject and their individual learning needs remains limited. There have been some teaching methods regarding this issue suggested, in which the learner-centered approach in language teaching that involves the change of attitudes towards learning and the roles of teachers and learners in language learning has been applied effectively in many parts of the world. However, it is not very popular in Vietnam, especially at the universities where all learners are adult. The situation of ESP teaching and learning at Foreign Trade University (FTU), where we are working as ESP teachers, and the gap of knowledge related to research work in this area have aroused our interest and made us dedicate all our efforts to determine ESP teaching methodologies which are well-matched to the objectives of the course and the needs of the students; and offering recommendations on some specific applicable techniques in order to raise the efficiency of ESP teaching as well as students’ awareness of their role as active subjects of their own learning.

1. What is ESP?

ESP (English for Specific Purposes) has been defined differently by different authors. Huchinson and Waters (1987: 19) regard it as “an approach to language teaching in which all decisions as to content and method are based on the learner’s reason for learning”. Widdowson (1983: 6) states that “ESP is essentially a training operation which seeks to provide learners with a restricted competence to enable them to cope with certain clearly defined tasks. These tasks constitute the specific purposes which the ESP course is designed to meet”. In general, most of authors have agreed that an ESP course should have the following features:

· It is aimed at the successful performance of occupational or educational roles by an individual or a group.

· It is based on an analysis of the students’ needs and is tailor-made to meet these needs.
· It may differ from another general language course in its selection of skills, themes, topics, situations, functions, language and methodology.

2. What is the learner-centered approach?

The learner-centered approach in language teaching basically involves the change of attitudes towards learning and the roles of teachers and learners in language learning. The transfer of responsibility in learner-centered approach does not mean that the significance of teaching is denied. It requires that the teacher must fulfill five following responsibilities:

1) Helping learners to build up proper attitudes the accountability for their own learning and learning objectives, their choice of appropriate learning strategies as well as increasing their linguistic consciousness namely basic knowledge of phonetics, grammar, semantics and the relation between context situations and language in use.
2) Analyzing learners’ needs. This is the major point differentiating the learner-centered view in education from the traditional one which is based on the teacher’s experience and supposition about learners’ needs to make decisions related to selection of content or teaching methodologies, regardless of learners’ reference. The learner-centered orientation considers that “the identification of learner communication needs and goals should be taken as the first step in the development of the teaching program that involves learner as active participants in the interpretation, expression and negotiation of meeting” (Savignon, 2001). Needs analysis is neither unique to language teaching nor within language training but it is often seen as being the corner stone of ESP and leads to a very focused course (Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998: 122). Although there are various ways of interpreting needs, the concept of learner needs is often interpreted in two ways: as what the learner wants to do with the language (goal-oriented definition of needs) which relates to terminal objectives or the end of learning; and what the learner needs to do to actually acquire the language (a process-oriented definition) which relates to transitional/means of learning. Traditionally, the first interpretation was widely used and accepted. However, in todays globalised teaching and learning contexts, ESP courses tend to relate to both at the same time but tend to focus on the process-oriented approach in aligning students needs with their present working scenarios. 

3) Selecting teaching methodologies consists of a two-stage procedure. In the first stage, the teacher should base on the learner’ s past experience and preferred learning style to determine the most appropriate methodology. In the second stage, learners should be given the chance to participate actively in planning their study programs. The pedagogical implication here is obvious. In adopting any new methodology, the teacher must make sure whether it fits the learners’ needs or not.

4) Transferring accessible tasks to the learners is maximizing the learners’ involvement in the selection of content and teaching methodology. In order to carry out this task successfully, the teacher should be aware of personal and social factors which may affect teaching-learning process such as the learners’ motivation, age, personality and attitudes.

5) Getting the learners involve in decision-making procedure for what and how to teach depends largely on how well the learners perceive their learning objectives. If the objectives are well defined, the learners will become more responsible for their own learning. Therefore, the learners can participate in all stages of decision-making ranging from setting objectives, choosing content and learning activities to selecting evaluation methods.

3. What do the adult learners bring to a class?

ESP students are usually adults who already have some acquaintance with English and are learning the language in order to communicate a set of professional skills and to perform particular job-related functions. An ESP program is therefore built on an assessment of purposes and needs and the functions for which English is required as well as what the adult learners bring to class.

Language: Adults already know one language well, and that language is a vital part of their identity and the means through which they relate to others.

Background knowledge: In addition to language, adult learners bring background knowledge and experience of their own and experience gained from work or home. This knowledge of the world is a rich resource for the teacher who chooses to exploit it. By drawing on the learners’ previous knowledge, the teacher not only validates a lifetime of learning but also has a base on which to build new knowledge.

Expectations: These learners also bring with them the attitudes and knowledge developed in previous schooling. All of them have studied English previously; therefore, they are influenced by that experience. If they have been successful, they are likely to assume that they will be successful again. Learners who have had unpleasant or unsuccessful experiences as learners are likely to expect more of the same. In general, they bring with them expectations of how language classes should be organized and taught. It is important for the teacher to find out what the learners’ expectations are and to address areas in which the learners’ expectations differ from the teacher’s or from each others’. Differences in expectations may sometimes necessitate that the teacher and learners negotiate what and how to learn. Moreover, the teacher needs to share with the learners the goals and theoretical justifications for specific classroom activities.

Motivation: Although in the same class, learners set for themselves different goals and have different needs in learning English. Most of them learn English to read materials rather than to speak English to their English-speaking colleagues. A few of them want to have English oral communication skills. Some would prefer English to enhance the study of their majors seriously. However, as better jobs and increased salaries are strong motivation.

Learning styles: Most of them do not have the habit of learning independently and tend to depend largely on the given textbooks and the teachers for knowledge. These facts called for teacher to provide learners the methods of learning at the tertiary level.

Personal circumstances: Age, health, and other personal circumstances also influence adult learners. They may feel they have little common ground among them. Younger students may perceive those who are older as slow and rigid, while older adults may feel that younger ones are frivolous and irresponsible.
4. The responsibility of the teacher

A teacher that has experience in teaching English as a Second Language, can exploit her background in language teaching. She should recognize the ways in which her teaching skills can be adapted for the teaching of ESP. Moreover, she will need to look for content specialists for help in designing appropriate lessons in the subject matter field she is teaching. She may be asked to organize courses, to set learning objectives, to establish a positive learning environment in the classroom, and to evaluate students’ progress.

Organizing Courses: Teacher has to set learning goals and then transform them into an instructional program with the timing of activities. One of the teacher’s main tasks will be selecting, designing and organizing course materials, supporting the learners in their efforts, and providing them with feedback on their progress. 

Setting Goals and Objectives: Teacher should arrange the conditions for learning in the classroom and set long-term and short-term objectives for learners’ achievement. Teacher’s knowledge of learners’ potential is central in designing a syllabus with realistic goals that takes into account the learners’ concern in the learning situation.

Creating a Learning Environment: With adult learners, classroom activities should not constantly give pressure on them to perform on their own before they had a chance to learn, i.e. until they have had sufficient input and practice. Attention should be paid to learners’ progress of getting an answer, not to giving the correct answer because language learning is an emotional experience and a decision making process. Learners should be given tasks or activities that require them to work communicatively and co-operatively such as problem solving, games, matching or debate. Moreover, first impressions are important in establishing a positive relationship with your students. Adult students come to the ESP classroom with many fears. They feel they are too old to learn or in some cases their last experience with school was a negative one. Consequently, it is very important that the teacher establish a friendly, enthusiastic rapport free of any academic pretense. Even though their fear level is very high, it can be broken down by a friendly smile and pleasant small talk.

Evaluating Learners: The teacher is a source that helps learners identify their language learning problems and find solutions to them, find out the skills they need to focus on, and take responsibility for making choices which determine what and how to learn. Teacher should serves as a resource of information to the learners about how they are progressing in their language learning. An important factor in being a successful adult education ESP teacher is student assessment and placement. It is critical that adult students be properly placed otherwise they will quickly lose interest and drop out. I the material you present in any level ESP class is too easy, students will become bored. If it is too hard, they will not return for the second class.
The learning process within many ESP environments is often dominated by the dissonance which arises when a comparison is made between what students aim to achieve from a given course with the methods used to achieve these aims. This study has attempted to identify and explain some issues for ESP course design and explain how involving the learners in the learning process can yield positive learning experiences among adult ESP learners as they bring rich work experiences which should be tapped into as effective learning resources. By involving students in some elements of course design, ESP teachers can look forward to enhancing their students English literacy development as an aid to developing success in their learning.
5. The responsibility of the learners

The learners come to the ESP class with a specific interest for learning, subject matter knowledge, and well-built adult learning strategies. They are in charge of developing English language skills to reflect their native language knowledge and skills.

Interest for Learning: People learn languages when they have opportunities to understand and work with language in a context that they comprehend and find interesting. In this view, ESP is a powerful means for such opportunities. Learners acquire English as they work with materials which they find interesting and relevant and which they can use in their professional work or further studies. In ESP, English should be presented not as a subject to be learned in isolation from real use, nor as a mechanical skill or habit to be developed. On the contrary, English should be presented in authentic contexts to make the learners acquainted with particular ways in which the language is used in functions that they will need to perform in their fields of specialty of jobs.

Subject-Content Knowledge: Learners in the ESP classes are generally aware of the purposes for which they need to use English. Having already oriented their education toward a specific field, they see their English training as complementing this orientation. Knowledge of the subject area enables the learners to identify a real context for the vocabulary and structures of the ESP classroom. In such way, the learners can take advantage of what they know about the subject matter to learn English.

Learning strategies: Adults must work harder than children to learn a new language, but the learning skills they bring to the task permit them to learn faster and more efficiently. The skills they have already developed in using their native language will make learning English easier. Although the teacher will be working with learners whose English will probably be quite limited, the language abilities of the adults in the ESP classroom are potentially immense. Educated adults are continually learning new language behavior in their native languages, since language learning continues naturally throughout our lives. They are constantly expanding vocabulary, becoming more fluent in their fields, and adjusting their linguistic behavior to new situations or new roles. ESP students can exploit these innate competencies in learning English. 
When ESP learners take some responsibility for their own learning and are invited to negotiate some aspects of the course design, the subject matter and course content has relevance for the learner as they feel motivated to become more involved in their learning and often seem to participate more actively in class.

We hope that what has been discussed might be beneficial to both teachers and learners in Vietnam as it helps them learn about their strengths and weaknesses as well as identify room for future improvement of the ESP teaching and learning. 
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