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Lesson 6: ESP Material Selection and Production
1. What Are ESP Materials?
In ESP, materials are not neutral classroom tools. They are pedagogical decisions disguised as texts.
Following Tomlinson (2011), materials are anything used to facilitate language learning. In ESP, however, materials must simultaneously serve two functions:
· Language learning (grammar, lexis, discourse, skills)
· Carrier content from a specific academic or professional domain
Unlike General English, ESP materials are judged less by how “well written” they are and more by how relevant, usable, and transferable they are to real-world tasks.
Bottom line: In ESP, a bad material is not one with mistakes—it is one that is irrelevant.
2. Authentic Materials in ESP
2.1 What Are Authentic Materials?
Authentic materials are texts not originally produced for language teaching, but for real communicative purposes in professional or academic contexts.
Examples include:
· Research articles, abstracts, reports
· Company documents, manuals, emails
· Conference presentations, webinars
· Legal, medical, or technical documents
Their importance in ESP lies in their ability to bridge the classroom and the target situation—a central concern since the early work of Hutchinson and Waters.
2.2 Why Authenticity Matters (and When It Doesn’t)
Arguments in favour:
· Reflect real discourse practices
· Prepare learners for actual tasks
· Enhance motivation and professional identity
· Encourage top-down processing (meaning before form)
But here’s the inconvenient truth:
Authenticity is not a magic word. An authentic text that learners cannot process is pedagogically useless.
Common problems:
· Linguistic overload (syntax, density, terminology)
· Mismatch with learners’ actual needs
· Assumption that “real = better” (a lazy ESP sin)
ESP history is full of examples where authenticity was adopted uncritically, producing frustration rather than learning.
3. Adapting Authentic Materials
Because of these challenges, adaptation is not optional in ESP—it is standard practice.
Common adaptation strategies:
· Simplification: reducing lexical or syntactic complexity
· Annotation: glossaries, notes, explanations
· Reorganization: changing sequence or focus
· Task adaptation: keeping the text intact but changing what learners do with it
Adaptation preserves authenticity of purpose, not necessarily authenticity of form.
Key principle:
Do not simplify content unless necessary; simplify access.
4. ESP Coursebooks and In-House Materials
4.1 ESP Coursebooks: Useful but Limited
Advantages
· Ready-made structure
· Time-saving
· Helpful for novice teachers
Limitations
· Rarely fit local needs perfectly
· Often too general for specific disciplines
· Risk of turning ESP into “General English with technical vocabulary”
4.2 In-House Materials
In-house materials are locally produced or adapted resources designed for a specific group, institution, or discipline.
They allow ESP practitioners to:
· Align materials with institutional goals
· Reflect local professional realities
· Balance language and content more effectively
However, they are:
· Time-consuming
· Demanding in expertise
· Inconsistent if not collaboratively developed
ESP teachers become practitioners precisely because publishers cannot (and will not) solve these problems for them (Robinson, 1991).
5. Evaluating Materials in ESP
5.1 Why Evaluation Is Central in ESP
ESP teachers rarely “use a book.” They select, combine, adapt, and reject materials constantly. Evaluation therefore precedes, accompanies, and follows teaching.
Materials evaluation can be:
· Pre-use (selection)
· While-use (monitoring)
· Post-use (reflection)
There is no universal checklist, because ESP contexts are not universal.
5.2 Criteria for Evaluating ESP Materials
Evaluation typically considers:
· Relevance to learners’ needs
· Alignment with course objectives
· Discourse and genre appropriateness
· Balance between language and content
· Methodological flexibility
Scholars such as Hutchinson and Waters, Brian Tomlinson, and Littlejohn provide guiding principles rather than rigid models.
Specialized ESP fields (e.g. Business English, Maritime English) often require discipline-specific frameworks, because one size very clearly does not fit all.
6. The Cyclical Nature of Materials Evaluation
Evaluation in ESP is not linear. It is cyclical:
1. Needs analysis
2. Selection or design
3. Classroom use
4. Feedback (learners + subject experts)
5. Revision
Pilot testing (“trying out” materials) is crucial. If materials fail in use, the problem is not the learners—it is the material–context mismatch.
7. Adopt, Adapt, or Write?
ESP practitioners usually choose between three options:
· Adopt: fastest, rarely sufficient
· Adapt: most common and most realistic
· Write from scratch: most demanding, sometimes necessary
Adaptation is the default professional competence of ESP teachers. Writing everything from zero is heroic—and often inefficient.
8. The ESP Practitioner and Materials
The ESP teacher is not merely a teacher but:
· Selector
· Evaluator
· Adapter
· Designer
This role requires:
· Pedagogical judgment
· Awareness of disciplinary discourse
· Increasing digital literacy
· Willingness to collaborate with subject-matter experts
You do not need to be an engineer to teach engineers—but you must understand how engineers communicate.
9. Conclusion
A good ESP course is not defined by the materials it uses, but by how intelligently those materials are selected, reshaped, and justified.
Reflection Questions (for M1 students)
· When does authenticity become a pedagogical obstacle?
· Can a non-authentic text be more effective than an authentic one? Why?
· What does materials evaluation reveal about the teacher’s role in ESP?


1. What Are ESP Materials?
Key point (slide):
In ESP, materials are pedagogical decisions, not neutral texts.
Explanation (what you say):
When we talk about materials in ESP, we are not talking about texts in isolation. Every material reflects a decision: why this text, for these learners, for this purpose. Unlike General English, ESP materials must do two jobs at the same time: teach language and carry disciplinary content. So a text can be grammatically perfect but still useless if it does not serve the learners’ real academic or professional needs.

2. Dual Function of ESP Materials
Key point (slide):
ESP materials serve:
· Language learning
· Disciplinary or professional content
Explanation:
This is a defining feature of ESP. A medical report, for example, is not used just to teach vocabulary; it is used to teach how meaning is constructed in that profession. This is why ESP materials are judged by relevance and usability rather than by linguistic simplicity alone. A material that does not connect to the target situation is simply noise.

3. Authentic Materials in ESP
3.1 What Are Authentic Materials?
Key point (slide):
Authentic materials are texts not created for teaching purposes.
Explanation:
Authentic materials are taken directly from real academic or professional contexts. They were written to communicate something in the real world, not to illustrate a grammar point. This idea is central in ESP thinking, especially since the work of Hutchinson and Waters, who emphasized the importance of linking classroom work to target situations.

3.2 Examples of Authentic Materials
Key point (slide):
Examples include:
· Research articles and abstracts
· Manuals, reports, emails
· Conference presentations
· Legal, medical, or technical documents
Explanation:
The key question to ask is not “Is this text difficult?” but “Is this the kind of text learners will actually face?” Authenticity is about purpose and context, not difficulty level.

4. Why Authenticity Matters
Key point (slide):
Authentic materials:
· Reflect real discourse practices
· Prepare learners for real tasks
· Enhance motivation
· Encourage meaning-focused processing
Explanation:
Authentic materials expose learners to how language is genuinely used in their field. This helps them develop professional identity and confidence. Learners stop asking, “Why are we learning this?” because the answer becomes obvious.

5. When Authenticity Becomes a Problem
Key point (slide):
Authenticity is not always beneficial.
Explanation:
Here is where ESP teachers must be critical. An authentic text that learners cannot understand or use is pedagogically useless. Common problems include dense syntax, heavy terminology, and irrelevant content. ESP made mistakes in the past by treating authenticity as automatically good. It is not. Authenticity without pedagogy is intimidation.

6. Adapting Authentic Materials
Key point (slide):
Adaptation is standard practice in ESP.
Explanation:
ESP teachers almost never use authentic materials “as they are.” Adaptation is not cheating; it is professional work. The goal is not to destroy authenticity, but to make it accessible and teachable.

Common Adaptation Strategies
Key point (slide):
· Simplification
· Annotation
· Reorganization
· Task adaptation
Explanation:
Simplification reduces linguistic difficulty, not professional meaning. Annotation supports comprehension. Reorganization helps learners follow the logic of the text. Task adaptation is often the smartest move: keep the text intact but change what learners do with it.
Key principle to emphasize orally:
Do not simplify the content unless necessary. Simplify access.

7. ESP Coursebooks
7.1 Advantages of ESP Coursebooks
Key point (slide):
· Save time
· Provide structure
· Support novice teachers
Explanation:
Coursebooks are not useless. They are practical, especially when teachers lack experience or time. The problem is not using coursebooks—it is relying on them blindly.

7.2 Limitations of ESP Coursebooks
Key point (slide):
· Poor fit with local needs
· Over-generalization
· Risk of “technical vocabulary lists”
Explanation:
Most ESP coursebooks are written for an international market. As a result, they often miss local realities. When coursebooks dominate, ESP risks becoming General English with specialized words—and that is a methodological failure.

8. In-House Materials
Key point (slide):
In-house materials are locally produced or adapted materials.
Explanation:
In-house materials allow teachers to respond directly to their learners’ context. They are flexible and relevant, but they require time, expertise, and coordination. This is why ESP teachers are often called practitioners, a term emphasized by Robinson.

9. Why Materials Evaluation Is Central in ESP
Key point (slide):
ESP teachers constantly evaluate materials.
Explanation:
ESP teachers rarely “follow” a textbook. They select, combine, adapt, and reject materials continuously. Evaluation is therefore not a one-time activity—it happens before, during, and after teaching.

10. Types of Materials Evaluation
Key point (slide):
· Pre-use
· While-use
· Post-use
Explanation:
Before-use evaluation helps choose materials. While-use evaluation helps adjust teaching. After-use evaluation helps decide whether materials should be reused, modified, or abandoned. There is no universal checklist because ESP contexts are never identical.

11. Evaluation Criteria in ESP
Key point (slide):
· Relevance to needs
· Alignment with objectives
· Genre and discourse appropriateness
· Language–content balance
· Methodological flexibility
Explanation:
Scholars such as Brian Tomlinson and Littlejohn stress that evaluation should guide decision-making, not restrict it. Frameworks are tools, not rules.

12. The Cyclical Nature of Evaluation
Key point (slide):
Materials evaluation is cyclical, not linear.
Explanation:
Needs analysis leads to selection or design, then classroom use, then feedback, then revision. Pilot testing is crucial. If materials fail, it is not because learners are weak—it is because the material–context match is wrong.

13. Adopt, Adapt, or Write?
Key point (slide):
· Adopt
· Adapt
· Write
Explanation:
Adopting is easy but rarely sufficient. Writing from scratch is powerful but exhausting. Adaptation is the professional middle ground and the core skill of ESP teachers.

14. The ESP Practitioner
Key point (slide):
The ESP teacher is a:
· Selector
· Evaluator
· Adapter
· Designer
Explanation:
ESP teaching requires pedagogical judgment, awareness of disciplinary discourse, and collaboration with subject specialists. You do not need to be a doctor to teach medical English—but you must understand how doctors communicate.

15. Conclusion
Key point (slide):
Good ESP courses are built on intelligent material decisions.
Explanation:
ESP materials are never innocent. They reflect choices, priorities, and assumptions. The success of an ESP course depends not on having many materials, but on using the right ones, in the right way, for the right reasons.


2

