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CLCS Occaslonal Paper No.l9
Autumn 1986

LANGUAGES FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES:
PRACTICE AND THEORY

by

Meriel Bloor and Thomas Bloor

0 INTRODUCTION

Ir this paper we look at practice and theory in
the teaching of Languages for Specific Purposes
(LSP); in particular, we are concerned with the
ways in which the LSP experience compels a new
evalualion of cerilain theorelical posilione in Ap-
plied Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition.

Mosl of our experience and exemplificalion
comes from Lhe field of English for Specific Pur-
poses (ESP), but al tLhe tLheoretical level we are
concerned wilh the tleaching and learning of lan-
guage, and our conclurgions can be generalized for
any language, not only English. We begin by look-
ing al the rapid recenit development of ESP and
discuassing reasons that have been offered for tihls.
We propose, however, Lhal, allthough ESP is "a
pragmalic approach to a developing silualion”, as
Mackay and Mountford {1978, p.1) pul il, we need
to investigale more Lthan praclice and practical in-

fluences in order Lo account for ils succesas.

Practice {n LSP teaching, in England and over-
geas, frequently differs considerably from thal
proposed by language leaching theorists. 1n this
paper, we consider lwo areas where Lhis difference

4




is clearly apparent. Broadly, these concern ques-
tions of the grading and apecificity of the lan-
guage that learners are exposed Lo on a course
{the "linguistic input"). L8P practice tends lo-
warde the use of specific language and "difficult"
{although relevant) lnguistic inpui, whereas cur-
rent acquisition theory tends towards the view that
input should be immediately comprehensible but a
little beyond the learner's present competence {see,
for example, Krashen 1985, p.2). In addition, ap-
plied linguistic theory still clings to the Common
Core Hypothesis {or rather - as we explain - a
corrupted version of the Common Core Hypothesis),
holding that something called “general English" will
necosearily take first place chronologically in the
learning of a language.

We claim that courses designed o fulfil speciftic
needs, drawing on specific language, can lead Lo
the acuquisiticn of general linguistic competence,
but also that the effective use of language in spe-
cific situations often requires more than "acquired”
linguistic: competence. 1t also requirss knowledge
of learned systems. We explain how certain estab-
lished theories are challenged by this view.

In 1980, Robinson expreseed the view that "in
ELT, and more particularly in ESP, linguistic and
applied linguistic theory lags behind teaching and
learning practice" (p.32). While her position ls
probably no longer tenable with respect to linguis-
tic theory {particularly in view of the developments
In discourase analysis and pragmatics), we argue
that it is sgtill the case that applied linguietic the-
ory in some respecis lags behind ESP practice.




1 THE SUCCESS OF ESP

There can be littlie dcubt that ESP is successful
#s an approach o Englidh Language Teaching.
lLeaving aaide for s while Lhe question of whal we
can stiribute Lthal auccesa to, let us briefly con-
alider gome of the recent developmenta,.

Robinson (1980) described the rapid growth
that had tsken place in Lhe previous ten Lo fifteen
years in the field of ESP, and thia growth hag not
diminished since then, It can bhe messured in
termg of the number of ESP courses, publicaliona,
snd teacher Lrsining progrsmmes sround Lhe world.
Univoraitiea everywhere now offer non-degree
courseg in English for wvarious acsdemic purposes
{and often in other langusges ss well), and Lhe
teaching of langusges for business purposes is bhe-
coming increasingly important ss s part of manage-
ment trsining.

In the case of publications, John Swales, who
gel up the firal srchive of papers on ESP, firslL at
the University of Hhartoum and lster at Aston Uni-
veraily, illustratea Lhe oxpsnsion with the following
chart of the approximate pumber of acquiailions
{Swales 1985, p.x):

Dete Numnber of itenms

1972 30
1975 60
1978 150
1981 400
1984 1300

In the past five yemrs ESP msgazinea and journala
around the world have fiouriahed, slbeit with smsll
circulaiions, and & major internatione} journal (the
ESP Journsl, Washinglon) hss been established.
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There are now al leasl Lwo masler's degree courses
in Britsin wilh major componenls in ESP, and ESP
i8 available as an oplion on mosl Applied Lin-
guislica MA courses. The growlh in ESP Llextbook
produclion, somelhing many publisheras said would
never happen, has, of course, been phenomenal.

2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF ESP

ESP, particularly English for Commercial Pur-
poses, has ite origina dsep in Lhe history of lan-
guage leaching (see llowall 1984, p.218), but here
we congider faclors which have conlribuled Lo ils
recenl development.

In many couniries where, in Lhe mid Lwenlieth
cenlury, English sLil had an imperialisl role, a re-
sentmenl towards Lhe learning of Lhe language
grow rapidly, parlicularly among Lhe polilicized
aludenls of newly independeni countries in Africa,
who were dgeeking Lo asserl Lheir own cullural
idenlilies, Since Lhey did nol wish Lo idenlify wilh
the cullure, language or lileralure of Lhe Pprevious
ruling power, English was welcome only as a means
lo an end, - Lhal is, if il cculd coniribiuts lo eco-
nomic, polilical and lechnological independence.
Thus, English as a means of access to sacience,
lechnology, business, inlernational law and world
diplomacy was encoursged, whereas Lradilional uni-
veraily English (literslure or language for access
lo European cullure) was devalued and became pe-
ripheral.

A relalod reason for Lhe growlh of KSP was an
economic one. A rapid increase in numbers in Lhe
educalion syslem necessgiteled a reduclion in Eng-
lish a8 Lhe medium of inslruclion al primary and
gecondary level, bul because English remains Lhe
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lingua franca of academic and professional life, il
is a prerequisile for Lertiary students. Because of
the shortiage of resources (particularly of tine and
well-qualified Lleachers), iL became essential to es-
tablish priorities in education. This led to argu-
ments for ESP courses on Lhe basis of priority
("We don’t nave Llime to teach everylhing”) and
consequently on Lthe basis of Llargel need ("We
teach Lhe skills that are moslL important for Lheir
course/job™).

IL is, of course; learners’ needs that have mosl
often been offered as Lhe juslificstion for RSP
courses and that have provided Lhe most popular
definilion of tLhe subject, that given by Munby
{1978, p.2):

ESP courses are thoss where the syllabus and
malerials are delermined in all easentials by Lhe
prior analysis of the communicalion nesds of
the learner.

IL is claimed that courses bused on Needs
Anslysis are more efficient because Lhey gel Lheir
priorities righl, and also, as a corollary, that Lhey
are educationally more effeclive because Lhey are
motivating. Motivalion is known Llo be a strong
psychological force influencing success in all Lypes
of learning, not leasl in langunge learning. Sleven
McDonough {1981, pp.142-56), in a chapler which
summarizes Lhe evidence from psychological studies,
claims with justification that "mostL Leachers will
pgree that the molivalion of students is one of Lhe
moslL important factors influencing their success or
failure in learning the language”. Stevick (1971)
identified five Lypca of "reward” Lhal are gavailable
lo course designers and Lleachers. The first of
these is glossed by McDonough (1981, p.143) as
"Relevance - of the content Lo the students’ ~wn
language needs", and il is this Llype of relevance
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that has most frequently been identified as Lhe
basis for the success of LSP coursea. (See Robin-
suva 1980, pp.26-31 and Kennedy and Bolitho 1984,
pp.14-16 for further discussion of the literature
relating to student molivation and the analysis of
needs.} To conclude this section then, factors that
have been seen to have conlributed to the devel-
opment of ESP gre primarily politicnl gnd economic.
Ag a direcl regult of these forces, courses have
proved to be motiveting, and moiivalion is, in fact,
the only directly educational factur that has been
offered 88 an explanation for LSP's success. But
can we leave it here, satisfied that the phenomenon
has been accounted for?

While we in no way discount the importance of
such factoru in explaining the growth and success
of ESP courses, we suggesl Lhal any success iLhat
has been achieved in language learning must be
attributable Lo additional factors that have not yet
been ageriously invesligated. These take us inlo
the realms of linguistic and paycholinguistic the-
ory.

3 APPROACIIES TO THEORY

In apite of the wrapid grovih of ESP/LSP in
BEurope and around the world, there have been
problems {or possibly a lack of will, in the context
of the ongoing day-to-day atruggle of running
language coursoe) in establishing a theorslical ba-
als which can {n} account for ita success and (b}
be extended to other Llypes of lansuage teaching.
Work in second language acquigition has under-
standably ignored LSP a8 a ageparate phenomenon,
and within Applied Linguistica apologists for LSP,
at least at the theorelical level, have been foew.!
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In a published conversation,® Brumfit comments:

I think ESP is more a aocial phenomenon in
some ways Lhan a theorelical one. 1L’s gociai in
the sense that ESP is only possible if you can
construct clagses out of similar sets of individ-
uals.?

Ag we have already said, there is little doubt
thst asocio-econumic press.qures are a driving force
in establishing ESP programmes, and Brumfit is
right to emphasize the social aspect. But to dis-
miss KESP as merely a "socinl pheaomenon” is to
disregard the fact that the "psychological” and
"linguiatic" aspects of language learning have to
be accounted for.

A serious atltempl lo address the theoretical
iasue was msde by Widdowson in his book Lsarning
Purpose and Language Use (1983). One of Widdow~

son's essential messages is, however, that an ESP
programme has to be "located on a gcale of speci-
ficity” and that the more "specific" the course, the
more restricted the competernce of the learner will
be. A courss where the "objeclLives” are equi-
valent to the "aims" leads Lo "training” rather than
"education”, according to widdowson, ano
"training" 18 seen aa the development of merely a
"reatricted competence". "1t ghould be recog-
nized", he writes, "that such confinement, no mat-
ter how justified it may be on other grounds, runs
counter to educational principlea" (p.108). If wid-
dowson were discussing a "content” subject (such
ag History), the notion of "restrictic:i™ would be
more meaningful, but since it i8 the cage Lhat he is
discussing language learning, we mugt gquestion
what this type of restricted competen~2 might be.
It is difticult Lo conceive of a restr.:ted compe-
tence, in lerms of actual language asge, thal ¢ould
be 2 reasonable "goal" for a launguage course. Thia
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is not to say, however, that a course should not be
pelective or "specific”. All courses, by tLheir na-
ture, have to select Llhe contexts of language use.
What is at isaue here is the relationship betlween
linguistic input and language acquisition. We take
up this issue in Seclion 5 as part of our gdiscus-
slon of the Common Core hypothesis,

Widdowson favours a type of ESP course design
that is "not determined by eventual aims but de-
cided on by reference Lo pedagoglc objeclives”
{p.107). "It matters lesa," he claims, "that a
course should incorporate the lenguage of a spe-
cific purpose than thal the language il contsins
should lead to purposeful activity” ({ibid.). Ac-
cording to Widdowson, the "purposeful activity”
approach would be cloger to "education” than
"training”., We flnd it difficult to accept any di-
chotomy between "purposeful aclivity” and the
"language of a specific purpose”, particularly since
most of the belter ESP coutses incorporale hoth,
In the nexl section, on ESP practice, we offer some
examples of such courses, discusaecd partlicularly
from the point of view of methodology.

ESP teanching ofter combines the mosl iradi-
tional with the most modern classroom practices,
presenling an apparently paradoxical situation from
the point of view of learning Lheory., This has
been described ae an "eclectic” approach, but this
label is, of course. unenlightening as to thg rea-
sons for Lthe guccess or failure of a leaching pro-
gramme. Il is importent to try to account for the
paradox.




4 TASK-ORIENTED TEACHING AND LANGUAGE
ACQUISITION

Many ESP courses use whal might be cailed a
task-oriented approach to methodology. Others go
further and base the whole course on a lopic-and-
task syllabus (see, for example, Reynolds 1982).
The accounls of cuch courges are not very well
known in the field of Applied Linguistice or En-
glish l.anguage Teaching. They are either unpub-
lished or have appeared in journals that are nol
widely read except by LSP specialiste. Our evi-
dence for Lhis is thal Lhey are rarely referred Lo
by applied linguista. Widdowson, for exampls, while
regrelling Lhal "methodology has generally been
neglected in ESP" (1983, p.B7\, fails to refer Lo
some of Lhe moal aignlficanlL reporta of melhod-
ological experimentas.

We would like Lo deacribe Lhree examples of
task-oriented approaches commoniy used on ESP
courses; Lhey illustrale ESP practice Lhal is rele-
vanl lo our subsequenl discusasion of learning Lthe~
ory. The firsl was named by ils originalors {Edge
and Samuda 1981) the Methodisls approach, agince il
was aeen to conflale course malerials and methodol-
ogy. IL was nol designed exclusively tor ESP, al-
though Lhe original malerials weie for Medical Eng-
lish. Briefly, for each unil of work, Lthe students
are sel a lask lo perform or a problem Lo solve.
Each unilt then hss Lhree slages: Information
Search, Information Exchange, and Informalion
Synthesis. During the Information Search atege,
the sludents, working in groups, are ‘engaged In
discovering facls or opinions {(relaled Lo the solu-
tion of the tmsk) from a variely of appropriale re-
lated sources. These may include wrillen or spo-
ker moterials, and 0 aome groups might be read-
ing, others might be listening Llo recordings,
walching video, or talking to people who have the
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information. During the Information Exchange
siage, the students pool the information that haa
been gathered, and the findings are sorted and
c¢lassified as i8 necessary for the particular task in
hand. This stage will always involve diacuaaion
and often gome Ltype of writing. Tho final stage,
Information Synthesis, ia the actual uge of the in-
formation to complete the task or solve the prob-
fem.

During each of these three stages the studenta
are engaged in "meaningful use” of the target lan-
guage. To this extent, Methodials subscribes to
the view that learners acquire the language saub-
conaciously while the conscious mind s focussed on
meaning. However, Edge and Samuda also build
into the model what they call "systema aupport”.
By "ayatems” they mean the grammatical, phono-
logical, and other syatems of the language, which
are "crucial to succeasful language learning”, and
the learning of which, they believe, can be sup-
ported by the teacher through direct teaching and
the introducticn of practice activities, as neces-
eary, to help the students complete the Information
Synthesis atuge. Thia ig an example of a paradoxi-
cal aituation: If the linguistically ungraded mean-
ingful input is the prerequisite of acquiaition, what
ia the role of "systema support”? 1If it worka (and
the evidence is that it does), what are the implica-
tlons for current theories of language acquisition?
We take up this point below in Section 7.

The Methodials approach has a lot in common
with much of the pyoject work which ia used in
EAP and EOP teaching. A particularly interesting
example was Herbolich’a (1979) work on "Box Kites”.
Working in the Universalty of Kuwall, Herbolich set
up a gtudent project, designed to teach his atu-
dents to understand and write technical manuala.
In the course of this worli, each atudent was re-

10 A




quired Lo design, manufacture and fly a box hile,
and ultimalely o compose and produce an inalruc-
tions manual for the kite. It was an important
underlying principle Lhal i{n order Lo wrile a man-
ual you musel understand the mechanism and con-
struction of whal you are wriling about. A very
complex piece of course design was involved in Lhe
project, incorporaling reading, discussion, organi-
zation, production, reporling, and so on,

Other Lypes of projeclt work are also very com-
mon in ESP, which, like Herbolich'e project, often
involve Lhe wuse of original, authenlically used
writlen and apohken English (see, for example,
Robinson 1978 and Bloor and SL John 1985). That
ia Lo say, Lhey require Lhe student Lo tackle Lhe
comprehension of unsimpllfied lexts, which were nol
originally produced as language teaching malerials.

The use of such malerials was advocalted in an
influential article by Phillips and Shelllesworth
(1975), which sLlressed Lhe disparily Lhal can arise
belween Lhe demands of malerials wilh a pedagogic
objeclive and Lhe requirements of Lhe subjecl
maller of Lhe studenls' specin] fields. The resull
of simplification, Lhey pointed oul, can often be
counler-~proeductlive in that studenls quickly become
aware of the gap belween Lhe language presented
in the language class and Lhe language which Lhey
need in order o read Ltheir subjecl LexlL book or
talk about their company’s producls or whalever ji
may be Lhal Lhey use Lhe language for. For Lhis
and othker reasons Lhal s8pace prevenls ud from
summarizing here, Lhe Llendency on mosl courses
has been to use original or only elightlly adjusted
texts for listening and reading, even wilth aludents
whose Engliesh is minimal and even, in some cases
in our experience, with beginners.
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Of course, in such cases, the selection of texis
is particularly important, and the uses to which
the materiala are pul are crucial. Special tech-
niques have been designed to help the learner gzt
to gripe with difficult original texts. Jo Mc~
Donough's Listening to Lectures (1978), for
example, provides the learner with a speclalized
lecture on an appropriate topic and & detaniled
worksheet lo assis! in making this and further
lectures comprehensible. A beginner in the lan-
guage may do little more with a learned journal
than recognize that the title of a paper is relevant
to his research interests {and depending on his
first language, he may need a dictlionary to do
this). But if this is what I8 required of him as a
preliminary exercise and it i8 relevant (o his
needs, it is likely to be a successful learning ex-
perience.

This type of approach to course design has
been called by Johnson (1982, pp.192-200) tLhe
"Deep End Strategy"”, which is to say that the stu-
dents are first placed in a gituation where they
need to use the language and are then taught the
language they need. Johnson points out that the
sitrategy "will offend traditionnlists in 8 number of
ways" and discusses this from the pedagogic
standpoint.,

By ‘"traditionalistsa” Johnaon probably meant
praclitioners of the audio-lingual achool, and the
Deep End Stiratlegy clearly challenges behaviouriet
language learning principles (see, for example, Lado
1964} and places itszlf squarely in the communica-
tive camp. But it also challenges the more fashion-
able Tnput Hypothesis discussed by Krashen (see
Krashen 1985) and the Teachability Hypothesis of
Pienemann (1985}, The former requires "natural
input ... roughly tuned to the learner’s level of
acquisition”, that is8 comprehensible or only a little
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mnre difficult than Lhe presenl level of Lhe learner
tthe "i + 1" formula); Lhe laller allows for leaching
of slruclurea graded Llo match nalural ascguistilion
order, The Deep End Slralegy, contirary Llo bolh
Lhese hypolheses, permils inpul Lhal may be ini-
lially incomprehensible, bul which is comprehended
- and even Lhen sgomelimes only in parlt - by Lhe
delailed sludy of whalever language ilemg# presenl
problems in Lhe conlexl., This gradual movemenl
lowards comprehension of Lhe inpul might be as-
gialed by Lhe overl explanalion of Lhe lexlL by a
lteacher, by Lhe use of diclionarles or olher refer-
ence malerials, or even by Lranslalion,

Bul before relurning lo Lhe imporlanl role of
leaching and sludy in ESP and Lheir relalionship
lo language acqulsilion, we would like lo lake up
anolher Lheorelical conslruct which has nol under-
gone much discussion in recenl years, namely Lhe
Common Core.

5 LSP AND THE COMMON CORE HYPOTIESIS

The Common Core hypolhesis is cenlral Lo ap-
plied linguislice as we know il. Ils relevance lo
courge design has rarely been queslioned even by
advocales of semanlic syllabuses, who have incor-
poraled Lheir perceplion of Lhe Common Core inlo
Lheir syllabuses al Lhe level of Lhe linguislic expo-
nenls of funclions and noliona. This has usually
been done by advocaling a “cyclic” syllabus like
thal suggested by Wilkina (1976, p.59), where "al
Lthe lowesa! level” Lhe funclions are used "in Lhe
gimplest and leasl differenliated manner",

IL i8 nol our purpose here t0o discuss exlen-
gions of Lhe term "common core”, such 88 have
been inlroduced in recenl years Lo cover some
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kind of basic or central semantica. The term has
been umed {0 cover the common notional ayllabus
{such elements ae "“measurement"” and "shape")} as
used in the Nucleus English aeriea. The term has
alao been used in ESP to refer lo texts (or other
linguiatic input) which are suitable for use with
heterogeneocue groursa of learnera such as those on
Study Skills ccursea (see, for example, Kennedy
and Bolitho 1984, p.50). These are different uses
of the term, which have no relation to the applied
linguiastic hypothesis except in so far as they use
the word "common" with its normal meaning of be-~
longing to all or many membersa of a sel.

We are concerned in this paper with the classic
pregentations of the hypothesisr, ar found in the
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work of Quirk et al, (1972}, Corder (1973), and
Leech and Svartvik (1975), and the effecl that Lhe
hypoltheaia has had on Lthe conalruction of ayl-
lahusea and the aelection of Lleaching maleriala.
Quirk et al. {1972, pp.13f.) preaenlL Lthe diagram
reproduced opposaile, in which the Common Core
dominalea all varieties. They explain the diagram
by aaying that "“however esgoleric or remole a var-
iety may be, il has running through iL a selL of
grammalical and other characleriatica Lthat are
preaent in all othera."

A year laler, Corder (1973, p.65) deacribee the
Common Core, Keeping whal ia esaentially the game
concept, bul introducing the dimenaion of Lthe lan-
guage ayllabua in Lhe final clauae {our italice):

A language can be regarded aa a "constellation
of dialects". Theae dialeclta are rsialed Lo each
other linguialically by poasessing a major part
of Lheir grammatical ayatema in common. 1 ahall
refer Lo thia aa Lthe common core, which forma
the bagia of any ayllabua.

It jg neceaaary lo Lhink aboul whal Corder may
have meantL by “basgie” in Lhis puaasage. Although
it ia not clear thal Lhia ia preciaely whal he in-
tended, he has often heen inlerpreled aa meaning
the "firal atage" of a courae, 8a in such atalemenls
aa Lhe following (from Robinaon 1980, p.17):

Mosl wriling abo,ul ESP ia concerned with Bln-
dents in Llertiary education who have a
grounding, albeil inndequale, in "common core"
Engliah.

Quirk el al, aslso clearly held the view Lhal Lhia
type of general grounding waa very importent in
language courses, for Lthey wrole {1972, p.29):




Attempte o teach a ‘“restricted” language
("English for Engineera”) too often ignore the
danger in so doing of trying to climb a ladder
which ia sinking in the mud; it ia no use try-
ing to approach a point on the upper rungs if
there is no foundation.

Since ESP practitioners are clearly ignoring
their advice, we might ask what it is exactly that
this "grounding", "foundation”, or "core" actually
coneiata of. The diagram preasented by Pit Corder
ise usually used lo facilitate explanation:

Y
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Variety 3

[I]I!]II Learner's required renertoire

Although this is presenied in relation to “dialect”,
he does, by extension, uge it lo illuatrate register.
The central shaded mection of the conjoined circles




representa the part of the grammatical aystem
{including lexis} that all varieties have in common.

Leech and Svartvik (1975, Chapter 1) clearly
hold the view that the Common Core consists of
certain worda and sentences that can be used
"safely” in all situations. Although they sgay that
"many of the features of Englieh are found in all,
or nearly all, varieties” and that "general features
of this kind belong to the “common core"” of the
language", they then go on o approach the matter
from the reverse pogition and present, not features
of the language, but actual instances of languago
as "common core"”, lNence (1} below ix given a8 an
example of the Common Core (and therefore pre-
sumably as & guitable example for language learn-
ersg)}, while (2) fails to achieve that distinction.

{1} Peter’s wife was very angry when he
came home with the girl from the
discotheque

(2) Pote’s old woman hit the roof when he
came home with that doll from the
diaco

This, to usg, confused view abandons the “common
features" approach in favour of a clsgsification of
utterances as "common core” or not. The common
features approach would have identified the subor-
dinator "when" and the singular masculine pronoun
"he", for example, a8 elements of the Common Core
of English. These features might be found in any
variety of English, including the informal example

(2}.

Corder, at least in his 1973 description, does
not equate the Common Core with some type of un-
marked variety of English, as Leech snd Svartvik




appear o do. On the contrary, he concedes
{unlike Quirk et al.) that

the poasession of the common core alone does
nol enable a learner to hehave appropriately in
any parlicular situation; to do this he needs to
know those parits of the code appropriate to
that situation not Included in the common core.

(p.65)

Thia might appear to pregent no theoretizal prob-
lema and leave the way open for an ESP approach
to teaching, but we would atill like to quastion ita
vauidity.

it is clear from thia quotation that Corder
understood the Common Core to be nothing more
than an absatraclion, a construct that would include
those linguistic itema that are common to all vari-
eties: auch items as the plural morpheme, pPhono-
logical rules, verb inflections (-ed, for example),
word order, and perheps "the first thousand most
common word types”, which account for "90 per
cent of all word tokona used”, mentlioned by him
later in the book (p.214). Now there clearly is a
problem here. We quesation firatly whether it ise
possible o conceive o! a learner who has a
grounding in such slements unless they have heen
learned within the context of some varisty or
paseudo-variety (so-cnlled classroom English, for
example). Certainly when we come to the clasaroom
we find it necesssary to presenl the basic elemenis
in some kind of linguistic context. Unless we gim-~
ply tlalk about the targel language using the
learner’s mother tongue, we need, at the very
ienst, Lo select inastancea of language Lo exemplify
the forms. And yel two years afier his exposition
of the theoretical construct, Corder himself (1975,
p.9) writes:
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Where the aime of the learner are not known or
diffuse [...] wo must attempt to estasblish what
are the basic elements of a knowledge of the
language whi~h anyone must possess in order
to use~ it for any purpose. Thiy central body
of knowledge is sometimes known as "the com-
mon cove”.

This once more seema to he a call for the creestion
of some type of proto-variety, some general "baaic"
English that ig suitable for many (if not all} aitu-
etions, gimilar to the type of English that Leech
and Svertvik claim actually exists.

The problem for approachee of this type is thst
the Common Core does not exiet as a language var-
iety., It is as much an idealization as Chomsky's
"ideal speaker-lietener in a completely homogeneoue
gpeech~community” (1985, p.3). It 18 doubtful
whether Corder, it view of most of hie writings on
the subject, seriously helievee that such a variety
could be realized; his diagrammatic representation
(reproduced above)} offers the Common Core as no
more than an abstraction at the linguietic lavel.

The confusion seeme to arise from the unhappy
transfer of a model of language to a model of lan-
guage learning, This unhappy shift of focus has
cauged many problems for the course deeigner. A
gpeaker of any variety does, by definition, havo
command of the Common Core; he cannot have com-
mand of the Common Core independently of a var-
iety. No epeaker can have command of the Common
Core in a vacuum. Hence there ie no reason what-
soever why the Common Core cannot be sacquired
from a so-called "special” varlety just as well as
from a more usual classroom variety. Whether one
i studying English for Engineering, Bnglish for
Business, or English for Economics, one will in-
evitably acquire the "core" of the languuge. This
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isa demonstrated in the following diagram, which il-
lustrates what could be called "The LSP Model":

(rr

F\n

V3

Learner's required repertoire

The "core” of the language is, of course, an es-
sential part of any one of the innumerable varielies
of the language.

6 THE QUESTION OF VARIETIES

Up to this point we have assumed the validily
of the concepl of "variety" in language. However,
although il geemed necessary to concede this con-
cepl in order to present our case against the Com-
mon Core, it is iteelf a theoretical construct that
hag already been seriously challenged. Hudson
{1980, Chapter 2) argues that the boundaries be-
tween varieties (including, of course, registers,
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which are "varieties according Lo use”, ae defined
by Halliday, Mclntosh and Strevens 1964) are so
difficult to establish that the only satisfactory way
to solve the problems that result is "to avcid the
notion 'variety' altogether a8 an analytic or the-
oretical concept” (p.71), Hudson prefers an "item-
based” model of langunage in which "each linguistic
itemm is assacioted with a social description which
aays who uses it, and when". Thus, to use Hud-
gon’s examples, We obtained some sodium chloride is
distinguished from We gol gsome sall by describing
the former as "formal, technical” and the latter as
"informal, non-technical”, There are, of course,
many social dimensions in addition to "formal” and
"technical” that determine linguistic realizations
{see Crystal and Davy 1969 for a diascussion of
some of the dimensiona of gituational constraint),
and 8 well-developed molel of this Lype would
necesasarily he complex.

In apite of ita complexity, thia way of sap-
proaching language analysis hags a number of ob-
vious advantages for applied linguistica. First of
all, it freea us from the constraints of the model of
varfeties from which the CTommon Core hypothesis
derives. Secondly, it focuses on language in use
and so would appear to he in line with theories of
process-oriented methodology, Thirdly, it sub-
scribes Lo an essentially context-dependent view of
language gnd ie, therefore, in line with the L3P
{"nceds”) approach to syllabus design,

7 HOW LANGUAGE WORKS

One thing that ESP, in conjunction with a great
des! of recent research into the language of special
ficlds and genres, has shown, ia that the most im-
portant factor for the effective use of the langusge
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is that the learner has command of the ways in
which the grammar of the language works to per-
form specific functions in specific contlexts. IL is
now well understood that grammatical forms are re—
alizations of meaning not only al the semanlic level
but also at the rhetorical level,! 1L is understood
that f e communicative function of a form may be
variety—-specific or genre-specific, and, conversely,
the variety or genre may govern Lhe seleclion of
grammatical form as well as of lexis, Thus, for ex-—
ample, we find the complex NPs of engineering
texts {"precision height gauge", "machine lool loca-
tion”, etc.); the long comma-free sentences of in-
surance coniracts; the use of post-nominal parti-
ciples in definite NPs with an anaphoric function,
which are found in some kinds of scientific wriling
{"The heat added incremses the kinelic motion of
the particles", as described by Swales 1981); and
{(normally) transilive verbs used withoul an object
in recipes ("Place in the oven”),

Such form-function relationships differ, of
¢ourae, from one language Lo another. In English
reclpes, for example, we express inatruction by use
of the imperative verb, whereas in French the in-
finitive form i8 preferred. When asking directions
in English, we Lypically use the interrogative, but
the French, once again, typically use the infinitive
“"pour aller” (see Littlewood 1983, p.3 for discnssion
of some approaches to the teaching of such points}.

While it is no doubt the case, as hag often heen
observed, that the game grammatical forms and
muny lexical items c¢an be used in very different
situationa (with some statistical! veriation), there is
increasing evidence Lthat there eXxist certain
rhetorical dependencies in the s8sense that Lhe
choice of word and form relutes to Lhe communica—
tive intent of the speaker or writer (see also Bloor
and Bloor 1985).
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Anolher, but closely related factor, is8 Lhe im-
portance in Lhe ianguage of what Widdowson 1983
refars Lo as "achemata”, that is, "the cognitive
conslructs which allow for the organtzation of in-
vormation in long-term memory and which provide a
basia for prediction” (p.34). This is Lo do with the
relntionship of utterence to the organization of dis-
course tn lerms of mental "frames of reference'.
Widdowson's view ia that schematic unita can pro-
vide the basis of the ayllabus, but thal these are
related to some kind of general capacity rather
than to apecific use and that we do not, therefore,
have o worry about the apecificity of the language
{pp.106f.). While we do nol disagree with Widdow-
son's powerful argumenta for the importance of the
acheniatic level (p.57} of language knowledge, we
beliove that the development of language capacity
in learners is much more closeiy related to their
oxperience of language in gpecific use than Wid-
dowson'’s arguments allow. This is as true of na-
tive apeakera ag it ig of foreign language learners.
As Swclea (forthcoming) says, “"Knowledge of the
conventione of a genre is likely {0 be much greater
in those who routinely or professionally operate
with that genre rather than in those who become
involved in it only occasionally."

Such knowledge, of the conventions of a genre
a8 well ag of grammatical-rhetorical dependencies
common in a sapecific field, must be part of what
the student learns from the language course, and
gince our undersisnding of them is, to say the
least, only partial, {t is not possible for ug to liat
many of Lhem in the forin of a traditional teaching
ayllabus, even if this would assist us in teaching
them. What we do know, however, ig that unless
the student ias exposed {5 input of the appropriate
"apectal” language, there is no way that such de-
pendencies can be acquired. Informal conversation
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about the weather will notL help you very much lo
wrile an essay on climalic condilions,

Thia view of acquiailion ia nol confined to ESP:
the nalive apeaker child learns to control hia or
her own environmenl through language {(requesling
food, prolecling intereala, demanding allention},
and no given examples of language in use are
conlexl~free, excepl for "invented” or clasaroom
examples. This ia why we can usually recognize
the sources of quolaliona from genrea with which
we are familiar. IL is also clearly Lhe case Lhal
nalive apeakers do not have Lhe ianguage abilily
neceaasary for ude In all situationa even Lhough
they may have Lhe dlralegiea Lhey require Lo ''gel
by" in leas familiar contexta.

Thia brings ua to Lhe role of Lteaching and
atudying {as opposed Lo "acquisition”) in the LSP
programme.

8 ACQUISITION, LEARNING AND TEACHING

There has been a greal deal of work in recent
years on issues in socond langitage acquisilion and
learning.? Yel, in spite of lengthy research and
oeven lengthier diacuaaion, certain issues remain
unreaolved. One of Lheae ia Lhe value of Lleaching
aboul Lthe language, and another is the value of
learnera’ conscious satudy of aapecla of Lhe lan-
guage. Queslions such as "Doea language aware-
neds asaisl in language acquiaition?" and "Doea de-
gree of melalingnistic knowledge correlate with ac-
curale language production?" preserve Lhe diastinc-
tion, as Sorace (1985, pp.239ff.) expresses ilL, be-
tween "inlerlanguage knowledge” and "procedural
knowledge".
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Although some researchers (including Sorace
1985) have found evidence that conscious knowl-
edge may have a beneficial influence on production,
the debate continues between the "interface posi-
tion”, which permits the influence, and the "non-
interface” position of Krashen, which states that
there can be no direct influence from learned
knowledge to acquired language., (For discussion
see Ellis 1984, pp.150-55.)

There are considerable limitations in such
studies, however, in so far as the LSP classroom is
concerned. The fact is that, although the acquisi-
tion of the target language is the major aim of a
language course, it is not the only one. We have
already mentioncd that the LSP ayllabus designer
givea considerable emphasis to Needs Analysis, and
it is a fact that a Needs Analysis often reveals that
learnere require not only those aspects of the lan-
guage that are "acquired" by native spesher chil-
dren as part of the natural process, but also as-
pects of the language that are taught to native
apeakers or Jearned by them in the course of their
formal education. Singleton and Little {1985, p.15)
point out that

The hiastory of literate sgocieties suggests that
gkills in producing well-formed long-turn dis-
course have to be taught,

This is not often recognized. Munby's
"Taxonomy of Language Skills" (Munby 1978) in-
cludes, without distinction being drawn between
them, such skills as thoae involved in phoneme dis-
crimination {essentially "acquired”) and those such
ag "forming the graphemes” or "use of diction~
aries"” (essentially "taught"),

The point that we are making (and this is dis-
cugsed further in Bloor 1984) is that the LSP {and
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ERRATUM

Psge 26, first paragraph, finasl sentence should
read as follows:

"Such aspects of language use have little to do
with the acquisition debate but are essential
factors in syllabus design and language
teaching.”

ence hetween Lhe acquisition of phonological rules
and learning to read, or belween the acquisition of
the ability o express communicative funcltions (as
described in Halliday 1975, for example) and the
ability to write advertising copy. How tc report
the results of an experiment or how to lay out a
business letter have to he taught Lo natlive
speakera and foreigners alike.® Such aspects of
language use have little o do with syllabus design
and language teaching.

Some of the conflicts between Lhe praclitioners
(for example Swan 1985) and the theorists {(for ex-
ample Widdowson 1985) almost certainly stem from a
failure Lo make this distinction. Many teachers
quarrel with theory on the grounds that it fails to
provide any explanation for why Lhe conscious
study of language (particularly the written Lext)
and the correction of etudents’ written errors, do
actually seem to work - at least if done within
certain syslematic pedagogical constraints.

Essentially, literacy is a ‘'"learned” (even a
"taught”}, rather than an "acquired” gkill. Once
reading and writing have been learnt, of course, it
is likely that the practice of these skills supports
language acquisition. The reading and writing of
gpecific texts exposes Lhe language user O i,-
creagsed linguistic input of grammar and lexis used
with proper rhetorical purposes, thus supporting
natural acquisition processes. Perera (1986), in an
article on nalive speakers' language acquisltion and
writing, provides evidence that, in writing, chil-
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dren uaes conalructiona thal they do nol use in
apeech, The evidence {mainly from children’s
wriling} demonalralea tLhat ''particularly literary”
alructurea (some Lypea of conatituent order, formal
relative clauses and non-finite adverbial clauaes,
for example} are learned from reading rather than
from oral-aural communicalion asince Lhey rarely oc-
cur in natural apeech. The appearance of new
written atruclures has been identified in the wril-
ing of children of twelve, and there ia every rea-
gon to suppoae thal invesligation into the wrilten

language of mecond language learnera would yield
the same reaulls.

The tagk of the LSP teacher im, therefore, nol
only Lo provide Lhe oplimum condiliona for lan-
guage acqguiaition bul also to teach the umsea of

language and literacy thal are appropriale to the
needa of Lhe learnera.

9 CONCLUSIONS

To aummarize our poailion, we argue that

A major problem in idenlifying Lhe Lheoretical
base of FSP alema from the unfortunale
influence Lthat Lthe Common Core Hypothesia
hag had on ayllabua deaign and on applied
linguials' perceptlions of language learning.
This ia the reaull of a confuaion belween a

model of & "theory of language"” and 8 model
of a "Lheory of language learning".

Once il ia underatood thal linguialic compe-
tence (nol jual "limiled compelence") comes
from language in uase {(and thal Lhia meana

language uaed in gpecific aituatlions) the
auccesa of LSP may be accounted for.

.
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LSP employs teaching stirategies (in particu-
lar the "Deep End Strategy") that are incom-
patible with certain theories of language
acquigition. We explain the succeass of these
atrategies by claiming not only that learners
need to be involved in the use of language
appropriate Lo their needs, but also that by
ita nature this language must he "apecific”.
it is only by exposure to "specific" language
that learners c¢an learn the appropriate
grammatical and lexical dependencies.

A language learner is as likely Lo acquire
"the language" from one variety as from an-
other, but the use of language, being geared
to gituation and participants, is8 learned In
appropriate contexta. This view supports a
theory of language uee as the basis of lan~
guage acquiaition theory.

In most cases the teaching of a language in-
volvea much more than providing the
optimum circumstances for acquisition. Al-
though these are essential, the teacher i8
alao responsible for teaching those aspects of
lunguage use that have to he taught even to
native speakers: cultural conventions and the
aystem and useas of literacy.

The tendency has been for linguists who are
not themselves ESP practitioners to gtreass
the aimilarities between ESP and "general”
English teaching, wusually distorting the
nature of ESP -in the process. We muatl,
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however, point to the work of Peter Strevens
and John Sinclair, who are notable exceptions
to thise general trend. Strevens has bheen
largely responsible for the development of
ESP ag a separale bhranch of ELT, and
Sinclair has consistently encouraged ESP
teaching and {of particular relevance to the
concerns of Lhis paper) the use of original
source materiale as the basig for course
design. He continues to direcl research at
the Universily of Birmingham into the nature
of text, which has serious implications for
language teaching.

“Talking Shop", ELT Journal 36.1, p.30,

Although it is nol central to the arguments
in this paper, it i8 worth mentioning that
ESP clusses do not, in fact, always contain
individuals working in precisely the same
field. At Reading and Warwick Universitlies,
among other places, courses have heen held
with  heterogeneous groups of Ilanguage
learners, bul which incorporate a esetrong
element of individualized aclivity in order Lo
allow students to use malerials relevant to
their own individual fields.

For work on rhetorical structure in English
for Science and Technology, see Trimble 1985,
For further discuseion of the relationship of
grammar Lo rhetorical structure, see Bloor
and Bloor 1985.

Excellenlt overviews of Lhise work c¢an be
found in Ellis 1984, Singleton and Little 1984,
and Hyllenstam and Pienemann 1985.

There are also areas where Lhe distinction 18
not so clear., Do we, for example, learn or




scquire spelling? Do we learn or scquire the
sbility to comprehend figurative Innguage?
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