Defining preferences – a Needs Analysis
Project in ESP
Ljerka Sedlan Konig
Department of Economics, University in Osijek
Lidija Kraljević
Depatment of Civil Engineering, University in Osijek

INTRODUCTION
Why did we contact the students and ask for their opinion about ESP?
For of two reasons! The first is that we support the idea that a student should be the
subject and not the object in the teaching process and the second is that in the time of
rapid changes and inventions, teaching subjects should accommodate, as currently as
possible, the dynamic reality of everyday life. We believed that students’ answers might
considerably help us achieve both previously mentioned objectives. Firstly, they would
disclose students’ attitudes and ambitions toward ESP learning and secondly, their
answers would influence the content of new working materials. In this way, we could
obtain modern and current materials serving our students and not the other way round.
We also hoped that active students’ involvement in creating materials could result in
changing their attitude toward ESP learning. And last but not least, we were interested
in finding out if English is considered an unimportant subject at different departments
of the University in Osijek. We decided to:
1. analyse the students’ ESP needs
2. draw conclusions about students’ attitudes and bring them into connection with the
previously acquired knowledge and current teaching materials and contents
3. improve the approach and modernize teaching materials in order to popularize ESP
learning
For analysing students’ needs we chose the questionnaire as a verified method of gaining information about a certain group of people. To conduct it properly and with
the objective of obtaining as precise information as possible we decided to divide our research into 4 phases.
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Phase 1: Problem defining
We wanted to gain a more precise insight into our students’ opinions and wishes
connected with ESP learning needs. We questioned students both at the Department of
Economics and Civil Engineering in Osijek in order to analyse and compare the results
and to observe possible correspondences or discrepancies in attitudes depending on
the difference in studies. And finally, we desired to apply the results of this research
both for the welfare of students and teachers.
Phase 2: Questionnaire design
The methods we used were both qualitative (class observation, tests and examinations,
interviews) and quantitative (structured questionnaire).
The qualitative stage preceded the second more quantatively oriented stage. The
objective of the first stage was to obtain general information about students’ language
needs. The gathered information helped us design the questionnaire.
The questionaire consisted of 3 parts:
1) general attitude toward learning English
2) expectations of ESP
3) opinion of the current course
The 24 questions asked were mostly multiple-choice questions where students were
either asked to choose between several suggested answers or rank them based on a 1-9
scale. The questionnaire was written in Croatian for the purpose of better understanding.
Phase 3: Sampling
We chose the Departments of Economics and Civil Engineering as a sample, believing
they are adequate representatives of the whole population of students.
Phase 4: Carrying out the questionnaire
All together 470 full-time students in the 1st and 2nd year were questioned, out of
which 225 were female and 245 were male.
The sampling was conducted in December 1998 at the University of Osijek, Department
of Economics and Department of Civil Engineering and it lasted for about 4 weeks.
SELECTED FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION
Most students we questioned have learned English for 8 or more years (80%), only a
few have learned it for less than 4 (2.1%) or more than 10 years (3.0%).
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The highest percentage of students have learned English either in secondary (vocational) 56% or grammar schools 40%, very few have had individual instruction, attended schools for foreign languages or learned abroad.
When asked to self-assess their knowledge of English by means of the scale 1-9, more
than a half (63%) of students chose grades 5-7 (i.e. good – very good/intermediate
level). The percentage of students with very good and poor knowledge of English corresponds with the results of the placement test from the beginning of the school year,
but we tend to believe that in the self-assessment questionnaire students in both departments over-estimated their abilities. Not surprisingly, students who opted for grade 9
have often attended classes in schools for foreign languages, had individual classes or
learned alone.
Next, the students were asked to assess their knowledge in different skills. The findings
clearly show a high rate of agreement between the departments, where grammar and
specialist vocabulary scored very low (this is understandable for specialist vocabulary,
because the repondents were mostly first year students). On the other hand, pronunciation and general vocabulary scored the highest. Dictionary skills are high on the list
although the results of tests and class observation do not show that students have mastered this skill properly. Surprisingly, when answering another question in the questionnaire “Can you use a dictionary well”, 46% believe they are very good at using the
dictionary. The only explanation we could find for this is that students are not fully
aware of what effective usage really means. We were surprised that as many as 25% of
students do not own any kind of dictionary.
On the other hand, we were pleasantly surprised to find that a very high percentage of
students (92%) believe they can make up for what they have missed in their former
education now at the University. This certainly has important implications for our role
as teachers.
An extremely high percentage believe they will use English abroad (66/80%), and only
3% assume they will not use it at all. Our students think they will need both oral and
writing skills to communicate, although, interestingly, a higher percentage (25%) suppose they will communicate more orally than in writing. As we expected, the students
anticipate to communicate both with native and non-native speakers, although 26%
think they will communicate more with non-native speakers, in contrast to 2% who are
convinced they will communicate more with native speakers.
Despite differences in the course of studies and their future jobs, the students have
chosen similar reasons for learning English. At the very top of the list are demands of
the future job and promotion which were given rather high grades : between 6 and 7.5.
At the bottom of the list are higher salary, prestige and passing an international exam.
We do not have the impression that our students learn English only because it is a
compulsory subject. Interestingly, the only significant difference between the departments we have observed here was in assessing the importance of general knowledge
(culture) as a stimulation for learning English. Students of economics ranked it very
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high, as the second most important, with an average grade 6.4, whereas civil engineering students were more concerned about reading professional texts, ranking this as the
second most important factor with an average grade of 6.2.
Some students added to the existing list reasons such as personal satisfaction and understanding cultural products such as films etc, as well as working with computers and
the Internet.
Also, our students are interested in learning about cultural differences and about half
agree that it is important for successful communication.
There were only a few open-ended questions in our questionnaire, among them: What
do you plan to do after finishing your studies? According to our expectations, 1/3 look
forward to a job in the profession, about 20 % don’t know and some are very specific,
saying they would start their own business (11), be ministers in the Government (4),
run for President (2), or be a football player (2) etc.
In this first, more general, part of our questionnaire we found a high degree of correspondence between the results obtained in two different departments. In the next part
there are some clear similarities but also quite big differences. For example, when
asked to estimate the importance of English in their future job, one out of two students
of economics opted for grades 8 and 9 (55%) and very few chose grades between 1 and
4 (4%). More than half the civil engineering students chose grades between 5 and 7
which is rather high, although not as high as their colleagues in the Department of
Economics.
When asked to chose between accuracy and grammar on one hand and fluency and rich
vocabulary on the other, 69% chose the latter.
We observed a high degree of correspondence between answers given by the students
from different departments when ranking the language skills, where speaking and understanding were assessed as the most important skills and grammar and writing as the
least important. Reading was rather low on the list (the 5th most important) next to
translating (both scored a bit higher with civil engineering students). These results
correspond with the results obtained in a needs analysis project (Basturkmen 1998) at
Kuwait University when the engineering students in the 1st year ranked reading comprehension as the least important of the four language skills, whereas the 4th year students put it in second position, immediately after listening comprehension. Similar to
this, the faculty members at that University also ranked reading as the second most
important language skill. We are absolutely positive that the importance of reading is
much bigger than our students seem to think and therefore do not suggest any drastic
changes in the curriculum concerning this.
The question about what areas are important for the students to cover during the course
shows that the students value the translation of professional texts from English more
important (average grade 6.5) than translation into English (average grade 5.1). Only
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about 2% believe they will not need translation in their job. No significant differences
were observed between the departments.
As expected, in reading skills students of economics considered reading letters, faxes
and e-mail as the most important, followed by reading contracts and legal documents.
Students of civil engineering on the other hand were more interested in reading specialist books, articles and manuals.
In writing, students of both departments assume they will need commercial correspondence, but while students of economics are interested in writing reports, students of civil
engineering see a greater need in writing technical documents and scientific papers.
Concerning listening comprehension, the results correspond: listening during meetings
and lectures is at the top of the list, while following instructions is at the bottom, but
students of economics judged the importance of listening to telephone conversation
more than their colleagues.
In oral communication, the preferences are very similar, although we observed significant differences, for example in attending meetings (more important for students of
economics), attending lectures at international seminars (more important for students
of civil engineering) and business travel (more important for students of economics).
The third part of our questionnaire was concerned with the comments on the language
course itself. The students of economics seem to prefer textbooks with dialogues, and
communicative exercises either on business themes (56%) or everyday topics (18%)
rather than texts about business (10%) or everyday life (16%). Their colleagues at the
Department of Civil Engineering would also like communicative exercises with specialist vocabulary (52%) but next to it texts about their profession (21%).
When asked about their complaints concerning the materials they were using, students
of economics complained equally about all the suggested components which led us to
the conclusion they actually have no serious complaints. However, more than half of
the civil engineering students (62%) said the materials they were using were boring and
out-of-date. They seem not to have any other serious complaints.
In addition, our research clearly shows that students would like to deal not only with
specialist topics, but also everyday topics in their textbooks.
When asked what kind of skills they would like to acquire during their English course,
the civil engineering students were equally divided between those who prefer active
and those prefering passive skills. 70% of the students of economics opted for the
active skills.
The final question in our questionnaire reveals that an equally high number of students
in both departments (65%) are convinced that 2 classes a week are not enough. An
equally high number come to classes eagerly. Only very few, especially students of
economics (12% for civil engineering and 3% for economics) think English is the least
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important subject. In general, they do not believe an exam in English is easy to pass and
almost all are convinced English will help them in their profession.
CONCLUSION
In short, one can conclude that all respondents ranked highly the importance of the
English language in their job, although it was ranked higher among students of economics.
According to the students’ self-assessment, they have not mastered the language skills
during their previous education, but 9 in 10 students believe they can make up for what
they have missed previously. We as teachers at tertiary level have a very important role.
Students need improvement, especially in grammar and specialist vocabulary, although
it seems more in the latter because they valued fluency and rich vocabulary more than
accuracy and grammar. In accordance with this, students stress understanding and speaking. This, certainly, should be taken into account when designing the curriculum.
As our students believe they will speak more often with non-native speakers than native ones, we should include such pieces of listening in our classes, as well as information on cultural differences.
Not surprisingly, everything mentioned above equally applies to both departments and
not only to the Department of Economics, as one may expect.
If we understand the results obtained at the Department of Civil Engineering as representative of all University departments other than Economics, we have to point out the
awareness of all the students of the importance of learning English in the present world.
We tend to consider this a valuable potential and factor of motivation.
The research has also found that although the students have chosen similar areas of
importance, different professions ask for different course books.
According to the research, besides translation from English, students of economics
need commercial correspondence, reading contracts and legal documents, writing reports, listening to meetings and lectures and telephone conversations. They will also
need English while delivering presentations, attending meetings and in negotiations
and on business travel. On the other hand, students of civil engineering consider they
need translation from English, reading specialist journals and books, letters and faxes,
writing scientific papers and technical documentation, listening to lectures, meetings
and negotiations. They assume they will use English in presentations, at international
seminars and while attending meetings.
Since, as far as we know, there has been no formal assessment of students’ needs concerning ESP, we suggest that similar research be conducted at other universities in
Croatia. For further research we would also like to suggest an assessment of the needs
of students in senior years as well as of business people and a comparison of the results.
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