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Preface

A major, if not the crucial, issue in education is the accessibility of knowledge.

This is what underlines curriculum planning, syllabus statement, teacher education

and the provision of resources.  It is only recently that the role of language as

the medium for expounding and exploring the knowledge that is fed into educa'tion

systems has been given the attention it deserves.  Language together with diagrams

and mathematics makes up the sign systems that display the content of subject

disciplines in texts and allow the student to explore that content.  Clearly the

efficiency of any learning operation will depend on the mastery of both the sign

systems that are used and the content they convey and the degree to which they

are integrated in learning programmes.  It is to this basic educational need against

the background of the information explosion on one hand and the expansion of

education systems on the other that this collection of papers addresses itself.

The papers are concerned with the role that English is being called upon to play

in the education of scientists and technologists at sixth-form and university levels

for overseas students both as their main study language and as an additional study

language.

The collection is thus a contribution to the growing field of English for Specific

Purposes  Before comment on it is made, it may be as well to establish some

terminological distinctions.  ETIC makes a distinction between English for Academic

Purposes (EAP) and English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) as the two main branches

of English for Specific Purposes (ESP).  EAP is concerned with those communication

skills in English which are required for study purposes in formal education systems.

It is curriculum-oriented, and in areas such as Anglophone Africa where English is

the main study language it involves primary and secondary as well as tertiary levels,

The key area within EAP is perhaps English for Science and Technology (EST).  EOP

is concerned with the precise demands that specific occupations (in commerce,

medicine, technology, etc) place upon communicative ability in English.  It is

activity-oriented and more narrowly focussed than EAP, although its range may vary

from a technician consulting an instruction manual or a waiter in a tourist hotel

to a doctor in casualty or the conduct of a large business.  The major overlap

between EAP and EOP lies in those educational areas (eg technical colleges) which

are highly vocational.

What we have not attempted to do in commissioning and contributing to this collec

tion is to attempt to state-of-the-art survey.  The main aim of these papers is to

do some very necessary ground-clearing in terms both of the educational problems

involved and of the theoretical and organisational perspectives that seem useful,

promising and, in some cases, essential.  Contributors were asked to provide

position papers rather than consensus statements.  The hope was that a collection



of different perspectives would stimulate those actively engaged in the field and

provide a useful map of problems for those about to be involved.  It will be some

time before ESP hardens into any kind of orthodoxy, and it seems as well to

recognise some of the differing interpretations that currently exist.

Henry Widdowson's paper 'EST in Theory and Practice' opens the collection of papers

with the argument that while research can overcomplicate the issues involved,

practice that is not informed by the need to look at language functionally can

oversimplify the problems.  Widdowson together with an Edinburgh colleague, J P B

Allen, is currently editing and contributing to an important set of materials for

EST under the title English in Focus (OUP), and it is from the perspectives of

material preparation as well as theoretical exploration of the relation between

language and pedagogic science and technology that he presents this argument.

The joint paper by the editors of this collection, Jones and Roe, tries to place

the problems in designing EST programmes within a broad context of educational

development.  Both educational policy and institutional practice are considered

and a crude procedural model involving an interpretation of needs, ends and means

is advanced.  The basic thesis is that the problems are not linguistic but

curriculum problems and require not only an understanding of how knowledge is

mapped by rhetoric into grammar, an understanding that can only evolve from

operational research, but a concerted attack on the problem by curriculum as well

as applied linguistics practitioners.  The paper, much of it frankly speculative,

argues for urgent long-term undertakings as well as immediate action.

Jack Ewer's paper is a plea for the urgent recognition of teacher education in EST

as the key priority in the short and medium term.  Traditional teacher-training

procedures are seen as inadequate for the special tasks facing EST teachers.  The

difficulties facing the EFL/ESL teacher who turns to the teaching of EST are use

fully detailed in five categories - attitudinal, conceptual, linguistic, method

ological and organisational - and Ewer's experience in Chile, an experience dating

back to the 1950's, is then drawn on to point the way ahead.

The joint paper by Candlin, Moore and Kirkwood, drawing on their experience in

designing courses in study skills for overseas postgraduates coming to Britain,

examines the historical and theoretical background they see as relevant to the

problems of developing study skills in English.  The bulk of the paper as to do

with Study Skills Analysis and Course Design and samples of materials they have

devised.  It ends with a critical examination of their current efforts that focusses

on such problems as integrating a remedial grammar component and developing a closer

relationship between linguistic skills and thinking.

The papers thus range, widely over theory, practice and operational needs and should

prove of interest to those involved in EST policy and practice at a variety of levels.
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EST in Theory and Practice
H G Widdowson

Over the past few years two developments have been apparent in the methodology of

English teaching.  One of these has been an increased concern with the problems of

learners in further and higher education who need to know the language to pursue

their specialist studies, in particular in the fields of science and technology.

The second has been the recognition, provoked by recent work in sociolinguistics

and philosophy, that the ability to use the language as a means of communication

does not follow as a necessary consequence of learning the language as a formal

system but has to be developed by teaching in some way.  One development has

extended from ELT to ESP/EST and the other has extended from linguistic structures

to communicative activities.  The developments are not, of course, unconnected.

When English is taught in the context of general primary and secondary education

there is no immediate means of checking on the assumption that communicative

abilities will naturally emerge from a knowledge of the language system when the

need arises.  Aims are defined internally by reference to examination requirements.

When aims are defined externally by reference to specific purposes, however, as

they are in ESP/EST, an immediate return on teaching investment is expected in the

form of effective communicative ability.  A concern with ESP/EST necessarily entails

a concern with communicative competence.

I do not think that it will be seriously disputed that there is a need to devise

teaching programmes which will develop the communicative ability to handle scientific

and technical discourse in English.  The question at issue is how we might set about

doing it and in this paper I want to explore this question and try to make clear in

my own mind what problems are involved.  The exploration will be tentative because I

am uncertain of the ground and there are no reliable maps to guide us.  I shall be

feeling my way.

I will begin with a general observation and then explore its implications in detail.

It seems to me that there are currently two ways of thinking about EST.  One of

them would appear to take the view that we already have the means of devising EST

programmes and that our problems are essentially operational ones within the scope

of pedagogy involving the appropriate application of what we already know.  On the

other hand there is an opposing school of thought which takes the view that we have

very little to apply, that we know little or nothing about the nature of scientific

and technical communication, and that the design of effective teaching programmes

depends on the findings of research which has yet to be undertaken.  In this view,

the problems are essentially theoretical and come within the compass of linguistics

broadly defined.  My own feeling is that the first school of thought over-simplifies

the situation' and that the second over-complicates it.  In this paper I should like

to try to give substance to this feeling and thereby to work my way towards a
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formulation of what I see to be the principal problems in EST.  In doing so I shall

be trying to reconcile the operational and theoretical views, to mediate between

pedagogy and linguistics theory in a broad sense.  This paper is intended therefore,

as an exercise in applied linguistics.

I think that those who take the operational view believe that scientific and

technical English can be characterised and taught as a register or group of related

registers defined in terms of formal linguistic properties.  To devise an EST pro

gramme, therefore, one would proceed in the following way: conduct a statistical

survey on a sample of English of the kind one wishes to teach and establish the

relative frequency of occurrence of the lexical and syntactic units in it, then

devise language teaching materials which will give relative weighting to these

linguistic elements in accordance with their importance as measured by frequency.

This, of course, is one of the basic procedures employed for selection in structural

syllabuses of the.conventional kind.  In this/view, EST simply involves the application

of an already existing approach to a more restricted sample of language data.     •

Presentation as well as preparation procedures are also conceived in conventional

terms and in a good deal of existing EST material we find structural exercises and

comprehension questions which only differ from those in general ELT material by

being associated with language data which is scientific and technical in referential

content.

I have expressed elsewhere my doubts about the efficacy of the structural approach

in general and about its appropriateness for the teaching of science and technology

in particular .  Perhaps I might briefly summarise my position here.  A register

analysis, as generally understood and practised, takes samples of actual discourse

and breaks them down into their constituent linguistic elements.  What,counts as a

linguistic element for the purpose of the analysis will be determined by the model •

of description being used and the largely ad hoc decision as to which elements are

likely to be easiest to recognize and count and which are likely to yield a signifi

cant characterisation of the sample.  A taxonomic model, for example, will reveal no

deep structure elements; inter-sentential relations involving cross-reference might

be significant but difficult to recognise and count; certain forms (on, by, to for

example) would be easy to recognise and count but carry little information in

isolation from the syntactic environments which indicate their functional significance.

But quite apart from these design faults there is the more radical question of the

nature of the information that emerges from this kind of formal analysis.  What we

get is a quantitative statement about the frequency and the types of those linguistic

elements which are specified in the model of analysis.  Since the analysis isolates;

these from context it cannot indicate how they function in relation to each other in

the discourse as a whole.  It may reveal the relative frequency of tokens of certain

clause types, for example, but it cannot indicate any variability in their communica

tive value; it may reveal a high incidence of passive verb forms but it cannot in

dicate the different kinds of statement which these forms are used to make.  In brief

- 2 -



- 3 -

a register analysis-which atomises discourse cinto linguistic elements characterises

a sample of language quantitatively as a manifestation of -the language system.  What

.it does not do -.is to show how the language system is realised qualitatively in: •'

particular instances as communicative 'activity.  It accountssfor samples of language

as instances of linguistic usage but not as instances of-communicative use.

It is of course precisely the manifestation of the language system as usage which

the structural approach as commonly practised in general ELT is primarily designed

to teach.  Thus the operational view which sees the problem of EST as having to do

with the application of the findings of register analyses in effect does not

recognise the connection between the two developments which I mentioned in the

^introductory paragraph.  The transition from ELT to EST does not correspond with a

t^ansition -^rom linguistic forms to communicative functions: the assumption is

still that once the usage characteristic of scientific and technical English is

learned then students will automatically know how the language is put to use in

those communicative activities which characterise science and technology as fields

of enquiry. I do not believe that this is so and it is for this reason that I think

that the school of thought that holds such a view over-simplifies the situation.  I

do riot believe that a knowledge of how English is used in scientific and technical

communication can arise as a natural consequence from the learning of the sentence

patterns and vocabulary which are manifested most frequently in samples of communica

tion of this kind.  We need to set up conditions which will lead students to make

the transition from usage to use.

But if EST is to be concerned with the teaching of use where can we find descriptions

of use upon which teaching programmes can be based? The short answer is: nowhere.

At this point we come to the second school of thought.  The view here might be

expressed as follows: EST must be centrally concerned with developing the ability

to process scientific and technical communication.  This involves a recognition of

how the concepts and procedures of science and technology are expressed through com

municative acts which are related in an intricate way to form structured discourse

and how this complex structure of acts is realised through the particular medium of

English;  In brief, the effective design of EST programmes is thought to depend on

descriptions of use based on a comprehensive model of discourse.  Whereas the

operational view represents the task of teaching EST as straightforward and within,

the competence of the practising teacher, this view^represents it as enormously

complex: a matter for research in;an area of inter-disciplinary enquiry which,at

present is the scene of a: great deal of busy • activity in the formof tentative -,  : ^

^exploration with;everybody staking claims but where- nothing is known with any    :

certainty.  A pioneer's-delight but a nightmare for anyone with a liking for law

and 'order, .••"• : •:•'..••;. ' '••::••;•••'••^• . ;• .'-•'• • '  ; • • •• ! •    •  ••.  •  •• .  >:. > "••^••.:: •••.^•.•,••<;•<: i



_ 4 _

It might be edifying to consider briefly the kind of difficulties which have arisen

in this field of research.  So long as the systematic (or in the dialects of most

linguists, scientific) study of language operates at a level of idealisation which

excludes variation and context, it is possible to specify the properties of a

language in terms of well-defined linguistic units.  But once this idealisation is

relaxed to allow consideration of the fact that people use language to communicate

with each other in social settings, the ordered arrangement of this neat conceptual

universe begins to disintegrate.  Philosophers in their speculative way talk about

speech acts and the linguists, naturally inclined to value speculation, feel com

pelled to take note of how sentences are used in the performance of such acts.  In

consequence, certain basic distinctions lose their clarity.  The classic dichotomies

upon which so much of modern linguistics depends: language/parole, competence/per

formance, sentence/utterance, semantics/pragmatics, are called into question.  At

the same time, the linguistic order is being undermined from another quarter:  those

scholars who adopt a sociological perspective on the study of language point to the

regularity of variation and its significance in accounting for social meaning., They

show how the systematic study of actual language data can reveal system, that by

widening the scope of linguistic enquiry one can establish regularity without having

to postulate homogeneity, that system can be dynamic and variable and does not have

to be static and well-defined.

It should not be supposed that the current uncertainty in linguistics betokens a

decline.  Theoretical principles must, like everything else, be subject to change.

All systematic enquiry must be based on idealisation of one sort or another, and

idealisation of one sort provides the opportunity of developing insights which are

different from those which idealisation of another sort might allow.  The fact that

linguistics is currently undergoing a reappraisal of its principles and a realignment

of its theoretical position whould not make us forget^the immensely important

advances which were made under the formalist, and more particularly, the transform-

.ational-generative regime.  On the other hand it should make us aware of two points

which are of relevance to our discussion of EST.

The first relates to the operational school of thought which I spoke about earlier.

It is this: there is no model of linguistic description that has a patent on the

truth and so there is no model of linguistic description which should command

complete allegiance.  The language teacher necessarily looks to the linguist for

guidance and it is obviously tempting to seek security in one view of language

rather than to range restlessly over several.  But it seems to me that the second

alternative is the one that is to be preferred.  The language teachershould be adept

at drawing insights from a wide spectrum of enquiry and to exploit them for his own

purposes in order to arrive at a synthesis based on pedagogic principles.  Only if








































































































































































































