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Lesson 5: Needs Analysis in ESP Course Design

Introduction 
Historically, needs analysis in ESP started with a limited understanding, especially in the 1960s and early 1970s, when English teachers with literature and general language training were tasked with teaching specialized subjects like science. This led to initial approaches focused heavily on language structures, grammar, and vocabulary, influenced by general English and register analysis. Munby’s Communicative Syllabus Design in 1978 was pivotal, expanding needs analysis to include communicative functions and situations, even though it lacked prioritization and emotional factors which are now considered essential.
The concept of needs analysis emerged in the 1970s through the Council of Europe's work on addressing language needs across the European Union (Richterich & Chancerel, 1977). This approach highlighted target situation analysis as a method to determine the specific language needed within various fields, such as Business English, where learners need specialized vocabulary and structures to compose business reports. John Munby’s influential Communicative Needs Processor (CNP) offered a structured way to define these needs by analysing various factors, including the setting, interlocutors, and context. While Munby’s model has been influential, its detail and complexity can make it challenging to apply directly in practice.

1. What is Needs Analysis?
Needs analysis is an essential starting point in designing ESP courses, as it systematically identifies what learners require to operate effectively in their target communicative situations. This process compares learners’ current language abilities to the demands of the target environment, aiming to bridge the gap between the two. As Brown (2016) defines it, needs analysis is “the systematic collection and analysis of all information necessary for defining and validating a defensible curriculum.”
Needs analysis identifies and organizes specific learner needs in ESP, allowing for a customized learning experience. This includes both objective needs (specific language and skills necessary for the target professional tasks) and subjective needs (individual factors like learner motivation, learning preferences, and cultural backgrounds) (Dudley-Evans & St John, 2012).
2. The Purpose of Needs Analysis in ESP
The primary purpose of needs analysis is to understand:
· The professional and personal backgrounds of learners.
· Their current English language proficiency and skill level.
· The specific language, skills, and tasks they will need to perform in their professional roles.
· How learners engage with the target language, enabling effective learning and communication.

3. Types of Needs Analysis in ESP
3.1. Target Situation Analysis (TSA)
        TSA is concerned with the language skills and knowledge needed in a learner’s future work or study environment. For instance, in Business English, the target situation might involve writing formal reports, participating in meetings, or handling negotiations.
        The analysis examines the context in which learners will apply their English skills, determining the specific vocabulary, structures, and tasks they need to master.
3.2.  Present Situation Analysis (PSA)
        PSA assesses learners’ current language competence to understand their immediate needs and baseline skills. PSA often serves as the initial point in the course design cycle, identifying what learners already know versus what they need to improve.
        This approach, introduced by Robinson (1991), helps ESP instructors tailor courses based on students' starting levels, making courses more relevant to students' initial abilities.
3.3.  Gap Analysis
        Proposed by Hutchinson and Waters (1987), gap analysis examines the "lacks" between learners’ present abilities and the skills required for their target situation. This gap provides a clear foundation for setting achievable objectives and selecting appropriate content for the ESP course.
3.4.  Constraints Analysis (Means Analysis)
        Hutchinson and Waters (1987) introduced the idea of analysing constraints, which Holliday (1994) further described as “means analysis.” Constraints may include available resources, such as staff, teaching materials, budget, and classroom facilities, all of which impact course design.
3.5. Pedagogic Needs Analysis
        This aspect focuses on the learning strategies and techniques that will help students succeed in an ESP course. West (1994) emphasizes considering pedagogic needs in relation to the methods students need to acquire the specialized content effectively.
3.6. Learners’ Wants and Perceived Needs
        Recognizing learners’ perspectives, their "wants," and self-perceived needs is also vital. However, these perceptions may not always align with the actual demands of the target situation, as learners may have limited awareness of what their future professional environment will require.

4. Stakeholders in Needs Analysis
ESP course design is influenced by multiple stakeholders, each with potentially different perspectives on what constitutes learners' needs. These stakeholders include:
    Students – Their perceptions of needs and goals in learning English.
    Teachers – Their understanding of student abilities and course objectives.
    Employers – In workplace ESP, employers often seek language training for employees to enhance professional communication and company image.
    Governing Bodies and Sponsors – Organizations funding or supporting the training program may have additional or divergent requirements.
These varying perspectives can lead to different interpretations of "needs" and "wants," as shown in Jasso-Aguilar’s (2005) study on hotel maids in Hawaii. While the hotel aimed to improve maids' English skills for better customer interactions, the maids themselves prioritized learning language directly relevant to their specific job tasks. This highlights the importance of understanding the full network of stakeholders to ensure that ESP courses truly address relevant needs.

5. Methods and Tools for Conducting Needs Analysis
Effective needs analysis requires gathering information from diverse sources and using a range of methods, including:
    Surveys and Questionnaires – To collect data directly from learners and stakeholders.
    Interviews and Focus Groups – Providing deeper insights into the experiences and expectations of learners and employers.
    Observation and Participant Observation – Offering first-hand understanding of learners’ communicative challenges in real-life contexts.
    Review of Existing Literature and Courses – Examining other ESP programs can provide valuable data on successful strategies and relevant content.
Including perspectives from current practitioners, former students, and field experts helps create a comprehensive and balanced view of learners’ needs, enhancing the relevance and effectiveness of the resulting ESP curriculum.

6. Steps in Conducting a Needs Analysis
To conduct a robust needs analysis in ESP:
a) Research and Preparation: Before interacting with learners, practitioners should consult existing research, gather materials, and connect with other educators who may have insights into the learners' professional areas. This step is essential for ESP trainers who lack familiarity with the specific field, ensuring that they ask relevant questions and analyse responses effectively.
b) Data Collection: Use surveys, interviews, and assessments to gather information directly from learners. Questions should be crafted carefully to elicit useful responses without overwhelming the learners or overlooking crucial details.
c) Data Analysis: Prior to collecting data, it’s vital to have a clear plan for analysing responses. Collecting unmanageable data can lead to ambiguity rather than clarity, emphasizing the importance of relevant questions.
d) Interpretation and Prioritization: Given that ESP courses often have limited time, needs analysis helps prioritize the most critical skills and knowledge. This includes understanding absolute essentials and potential communication barriers.

Conclusion
Today’s needs analysis in ESP is comprehensive, aiming to capture all factors influencing learning. The process includes:
· Professional Information: The tasks and activities for which learners will use English.
· Personal Information: Learners’ backgrounds, motivations, cultural perspectives, and expectations.
· English Language Skills: Their current language skills, identifying gaps between current and required levels.
· Learning Preferences: Effective ways learners acquire language skills.
· Professional Communication: Understanding the language and skills essential for their specific professional scenarios.
The findings from needs analysis are not absolute; they depend on the perspectives, values, and assumptions of those conducting it. Since learners' needs are dynamic and context-specific, ESP practitioners must approach needs analysis flexibly, adapting course content based on ongoing feedback.

Practice: 
Task 1: 
Organize the following statements under the categories Target Situation Analysis (TSA), Learning Situation Analysis (LSA), and Present Situation Analysis (PSA):
1. "I need to improve my listening skills for customer support calls."
2. "Visual aids help me understand new concepts better."
3. "I struggle with technical writing."
4. "I participate in regular team meetings with international clients."
5. "My current vocabulary is not sufficient for presenting data reports."
6. "I learn best through hands-on practice activities."
7. "My pronunciation needs work to communicate clearly on phone calls."
8. "I need to understand common industry-specific terms used in client reports."
9. "I feel more confident with new material when I can relate it to previous knowledge."

Task 2: 
A scenario 1: 
The Department of English Language Studies in a university decides to offer a discussion skills course to complement the existing English for General Academic Purposes programme for undergraduate students. The programme currently has courses on academic writing and listening. Students on the programme have mentioned that they are struggling to communicate orally and participate in their subject classes. Outline the steps you would take to investigate their English language needs.
Scenario 2: The writing course for overseas-trained dentists
A number of overseas-trained dentists have immigrated to an English-speaking country. They are preparing to sit the registration exams which, if they pass, will allow them to work as dentists. A government-sponsored bridging programme has been established to help them prepare for the exams. The course is run at a university. The programme provides courses on medical and dental topics, ethical issues and the law surrounding medical practices in the country. Outline the steps you would take to investigate their English language needs.
Scenario 3: 
You have been assigned to develop and teach an ESP course for bank tellers who will shortly be transferred to the foreign exchange sections of their banks in a country in the Middle East. Outline the steps you would take to investigate their English language needs.

Task 3: write an essay to answer the following question.
Discuss how needs analysis contributes to effective ESP course design.
2


Larbi Ben M’hidi University, Oum El Bouaghi                              Module: ESP


 


Faculty of Letters and Languages                                                     Level: M1 Didactics


 


Department of English                                                                       Teacher: Dr. Belghoul


 


 


1


 


 


Lesson


 


5


: Needs Analysis in ESP Course Design


 


 


Introduction 


 


Historically, needs analysis in ESP started with a limited understanding, especially in the 1960s 


and early 1970s, when English teachers with literature and general language training were tasked with 


teaching specialized subjects like science. This led to 


initial approaches focused heavily on language 


structures, grammar, and vocabulary, influenced by general English and register analysis. Munby’s 


Communicative Syllabus Design in 1978 was pivotal, expanding needs analysis to include 


communicative functions 


and situations, even though it lacked prioritization and emotional factors 


which are now considered essential.


 


The concept of needs analysis emerged in the 1970s through the Council of Europe's work on 


addressing language needs across the European Union (Richterich & Chancerel, 1977). This approach 


highlighted 


target situation analysis


 


as a method to determine the specific language needed within 


various fields, such as Business English, where learners need specialized vocabulary and structures to 


compose business reports. John Munby’s influential Communicative Needs Processor (CNP) offe


red a 


structured way to define these needs by analy


s


ing various factors, including the setting, interlocutors, 


and context. While Munby’s model has been influential, its detail and complexity can make it 


challenging to apply directly in practice.


 


 


1


. 


What is Needs Analysis?


 


Needs analysis is an essential starting point in designing ESP


 


courses, as it systematically 


identifies what learners require to operate effectively in their target communicative situations. This 


process compares learners’ current language abilities to the demands of the target environment, aiming 


to bridge the gap be


tween the two. As Brown (2016) defines it, needs analysis is “


the systematic 


collection and analysis of all information necessary for defining and validating a defensible 


curriculum


.”


 


Needs analysis identifies and organizes specific learner needs in ESP, allowing for a customized 


learning experience. This includes both 


objective needs


 


(specific language and skills necessary for the 


target professional tasks) and 


subjective needs


 


(individual factors like learner motivation, learning 


preferences, and cultural backgrounds)


 


(Dudley


-


Evans 


& St Joh


n, 20


12)


.


 


2.


 


The Purpose of Needs Analysis in ESP


 


The primary purpose of needs analysis is to understand:


 


·


 


The professional and personal backgrounds of learners.


 


·


 


Their current English language proficiency and skill level.


 


·


 


The specific language, skills, and tasks they will need to perform in their professional roles.


 


·


 


How learners engage with the target language, enabling effective learning and communication.


 


 


3


. 


Types of Needs Analysis in ESP


 


3


.1.


 


Target Situation Analysis (TSA)


 


        


TSA is concerned with the language skills and knowledge needed in a learner’s future work or 


study environment. For instance, in Business English, the target situation might involve writing formal 


reports, participating in meetings, or handling neg


otiations.


 




Larbi Ben M’hidi University, Oum El Bouaghi                              Module: ESP   Faculty of Letters and Languages                                                     Level: M1 Didactics   Department of English                                                                       Teacher: Dr. Belghoul     1     Lesson   5 : Needs Analysis in ESP Course Design     Introduction    Historically, needs analysis in ESP started with a limited understanding, especially in the 1960s  and early 1970s, when English teachers with literature and general language training were tasked with  teaching specialized subjects like science. This led to  initial approaches focused heavily on language  structures, grammar, and vocabulary, influenced by general English and register analysis. Munby’s  Communicative Syllabus Design in 1978 was pivotal, expanding needs analysis to include  communicative functions  and situations, even though it lacked prioritization and emotional factors  which are now considered essential.   The concept of needs analysis emerged in the 1970s through the Council of Europe's work on  addressing language needs across the European Union (Richterich & Chancerel, 1977). This approach  highlighted  target situation analysis   as a method to determine the specific language needed within  various fields, such as Business English, where learners need specialized vocabulary and structures to  compose business reports. John Munby’s influential Communicative Needs Processor (CNP) offe red a  structured way to define these needs by analy s ing various factors, including the setting, interlocutors,  and context. While Munby’s model has been influential, its detail and complexity can make it  challenging to apply directly in practice.     1 .  What is Needs Analysis?   Needs analysis is an essential starting point in designing ESP   courses, as it systematically  identifies what learners require to operate effectively in their target communicative situations. This  process compares learners’ current language abilities to the demands of the target environment, aiming  to bridge the gap be tween the two. As Brown (2016) defines it, needs analysis is “ the systematic  collection and analysis of all information necessary for defining and validating a defensible  curriculum .”   Needs analysis identifies and organizes specific learner needs in ESP, allowing for a customized  learning experience. This includes both  objective needs   (specific language and skills necessary for the  target professional tasks) and  subjective needs   (individual factors like learner motivation, learning  preferences, and cultural backgrounds)   (Dudley - Evans  & St Joh n, 20 12) .   2.   The Purpose of Needs Analysis in ESP   The primary purpose of needs analysis is to understand:      The professional and personal backgrounds of learners.      Their current English language proficiency and skill level.      The specific language, skills, and tasks they will need to perform in their professional roles.      How learners engage with the target language, enabling effective learning and communication.     3 .  Types of Needs Analysis in ESP   3 .1.   Target Situation Analysis (TSA)            TSA is concerned with the language skills and knowledge needed in a learner’s future work or  study environment. For instance, in Business English, the target situation might involve writing formal  reports, participating in meetings, or handling neg otiations.  

