
 

 

DIFFICULTIES IN ASSESSING LEARNERS’ NEEDS IN ESP 
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Abstract  

Needs analysis (NA) in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is foundational to curriculum and syllabus 

development, enabling instructors to design instruction tailored to the specific linguistic, professional, and 

contextual demands of learners. However, despite its pivotal role, the process of conducting an effective NA 

remains fraught with methodological, contextual, and practical challenges and, while identifying relevant 

variables in NA has been well-theorized, interpreting these variables accurately and meaningfully is still a 

considerable obstacle. This article explores the major difficulties associated with conducting NA in ESP, drawing 

upon theoretical frameworks, empirical studies, and practitioner insights and delves into the hardships educators 

and curriculum designers face in interpreting variables such as learner characteristics, target situation demands, 

contextual and stakeholder expectations, and sociocultural influences. Drawing on a critical review of existing 

literature and theoretical models, the study highlights the multidimensional complexity of NA interpretation and 

suggests methodological strategies to mitigate these difficulties. The paper identifies and examines issues related 

to methodological design, stakeholder engagement, access to authentic data, temporal constraints, and the 

interpretive complexity of multifaceted learner needs. The paper argues for a dynamic, triangulated, and context-

sensitive approach to interpreting NA data, emphasizing the importance of reflexivity and stakeholder 

engagement in effective ESP course design. 
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1. Introduction 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) emerged as a distinct subfield of English Language Teaching (ELP) in the 

latter half of the 20th century as a response to the growing demands for specialists able to understand and 

produce expert knowledge in the lingua franca of their time. As compared with their counterparts attempting to 

grasp general English skills, ESP learners were expected to give full account of the reasons why they had 

embarked on their educational quest: language learning was a means to an end in the increasingly globalized 

world. Thus, specialized language proficiency became a valuable commodity, and variables such as content and 

time started exercising pressure on the teaching community, who had to find ways to address the new 

challenges.  

Several stages could be identified in the development of ESP (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Dudley & Evans 

1998): register analysis (giving precedence to grammatical and lexical features); rhetorical analysis 

(understanding how sentences are combined in discourse to produce meaning); NA (enabling learners to function 

adequately in a target situation ); skills-centered approach (the skills and strategies learners need to cope with 

the language); learning-centered approach (understanding the processes of language learning). If the first two 

stages are in the exclusive domain of the language specialist, who is to perform in-depth and multifaceted 

scrutiny of the field-specific type of discourse in order to pinpoint to its idiosyncrasies, the third one mainly 

depends on learners’ needs, based either on their own or the other stakeholders’ perception of the end-goal 

(mastering the target language). 

Conducting NA is a complex process that includes multiple variables. The purpose of this paper is to 

tentatively identify and discuss the most common difficulties that teachers might encounter when performing 

NA so that pitfalls in teaching and learning might be more easily overcome. In point of structure, the first part of 

this paper covers a literature review of the approaches that might be used in conducting NA in developing the 

ESP curriculum/ syllabus. Part two outlines the variables that are to be taken into account in such an endeavour. 

Then, in parts three and four, we attempt to pinpoint to the difficulties associated with conducting NA in ESP 

settings and assessing variables in NA for ESP, respectively, discussing the implications of these methods and 
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variables for practice, particularly in dynamic or resource-constrained learning environments. The paper 

concludes with practical implications for syllabus designers and educators seeking to develop more effective and 

learner-centered ESP programs. 

2. Approaches to NA in ESP Curriculum Development 

NA is a foundational step in the development of ESP syllabi, as it identifies the communicative needs, 

contextual variables, and proficiency gaps of learners in specific academic, professional, or occupational settings 

(Richards, 2001; Basturkmen, 2010)1. Over the decades, a variety of approaches to NA have been proposed, 

drawing on both qualitative and quantitative traditions, with each approach sensitive to different variables — 

such as learner roles, institutional context, target domain tasks, and language skills priorities.  

As conceptualized by Munby (1978), Target Situation Analysis (TSA) involves identifying the linguistic and 

functional requirements of the target situation — for instance, the ability to write technical reports or give 

business presentations. TSA has been widely adopted in both academic and occupational ESP, owing to its 

systematic design and goal-oriented nature. 

Complementing TSA, Present Situation Analysis (PSA) focuses on learners' current language skills, 

professional experiences, and learning environments (Richterich & Chancerel, 19802). It is particularly useful in 

identifying gaps between present abilities and target competencies. 

Hutchinson and Waters (1987)3 argue that learners' cognitive preferences and learning strategies should 

be central to NA. This approach integrates both situational and pedagogical considerations to ensure that syllabi 

support actual language acquisition. 

Pioneered by Swales (1990)4 and Bhatia (1993)5, this method involves the study of authentic texts and 

communicative practices within a target domain. It emphasizes understanding genre-specific conventions and 

rhetorical structures, offering insights for genre-based ESP courses. 

Using in-depth interviews, fieldwork, and observations, ethnographic NA provides detailed insights into 

language use, power dynamics, and workplace communication patterns (Norton & Toohey, 20046). It is 

particularly relevant in workplace-based or community-focused ESP programs. 

Many contemporary studies advocate for the triangulation of multiple data sources — combining surveys, 

interviews, discourse analysis, and testing — to improve validity and capture a fuller picture of learners' needs 

(Brown, 2009). 

3. Key Variables in NA 

The distinction target needs vs learning needs, proposed by Hutchinson and Waters (1987)7, helps 

differentiate between what the learner needs to know to function effectively in the target situation and what 

the learner needs to do in order to learn — i.e., the conditions under which learning will be effective (pace, 

feedback, types of tasks). Further decomposing needs into variables help guide syllabus design by identifying 

what learners need to do with English, how they can best learn it, and under what conditions. Several key 

variables play a critical role in conducting a thorough ESP NA. 

Learner variables relate to the learners themselves, as their background, goals, and learning preferences 

could provide essential information in deciding the proper curriculum. Thus, the following should be considered: 

current proficiency level (including grammar, vocabulary, and the four skills); language learning history (previous 

exposure to English and past learning experiences); motivation and goals (whether learners are intrinsically or 

extrinsically motivated; short- vs. long-term goals); learning styles and strategies (visual, auditory, kinesthetic 

preferences; autonomy levels); professional and academic background (field of study, job role, prior experience 

in using English in context). 
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Norica Felicia BUCUR     591 

 
 

Target situation variables refer to the communicative tasks learners will need to perform in their real-world 

contexts, encompassing: communicative functions (what learners need to do in English — e.g., negotiate, report, 

instruct, persuade); genre and discourse types (the formats they will use — e.g., business e-mails, lab reports, 

technical manuals); language skills emphasis (which skill(s) are most needed — e.g., writing for academic ESP, 

speaking for customer service ESP); frequency and importance of tasks (how often and how critically tasks like 

presenting, emailing, or reading manuals are performed). 

Contextual variables concern the environment in which learners operate or will operate, including 

institutional, cultural, and logistical factors. Institutional goals and constraints refer to course length, credit 

requirements, available materials, assessment methods, whereas workplace or academic culture might include 

hierarchies, formality, politeness conventions, and communication style norms. Under the same umbrella, not 

only that the technological context (digital literacy expectations, use of virtual meetings, writing in online 

platforms), but also time availability (for both learning and using English in real-world tasks) should be taken into 

account. 

ESP often involves multiple stakeholders, including employers (they define job-specific competencies); 

subject specialists (they provide input on discipline-specific language) and teachers (they translate needs into 

teachable content). Involving stakeholders ensures relevance and increases institutional buy-in. 

Each of these categories interacts with others, emphasizing the necessity of a multidimensional approach 

to ESP curriculum design. 

4. Difficulties in Conducting NA for ESP 

Despite its theoretical clarity, implementing a robust NA in practice presents numerous difficulties, both 

methodological and contextual. One of the primary difficulties in conducting a NA lies in its conceptual 

complexity. The term „needs” is inherently ambiguous and multifaceted. West (1994)8 points out that „need” 

can refer to necessities, lacks, wants, or demands — each of which may point to different pedagogical directions. 

For example, a learner might need to write academic essays (necessity), lack appropriate vocabulary (lack), want 

to improve pronunciation (want), or be required to pass an exam (demand). Balancing these varied 

interpretations is difficult. A learner-centered approach emphasizes learners’ perceived needs (wants), while a 

performance-based model prioritizes what learners must do in the target context (necessities). Misalignment 

between perceived and actual needs often leads to confusion and conflicting instructional objectives. 

ESP NA is rarely conducted in isolation. Instead, it involves a wide array of stakeholders, including learners, 

instructors, employers, subject-matter experts, curriculum designers, and institutional policymakers. Each of 

these actors may have different, even contradictory, expectations regarding the goals and outcomes of the 

course. For instance, learners may prioritize fluency and general communicative competence, while employers 

may emphasize accuracy and domain-specific terminology. Reconciling these competing perspectives is a 

delicate task. Moreover, involving multiple stakeholders often requires complex coordination and negotiation, 

which may not be feasible within the constraints of time and budget. 

ESP practitioners have a wide range of instruments at their disposal — questionnaires, interviews, 

observations, discourse analysis, learner diaries, and more. However, selecting the most appropriate 

combination is not straightforward. Questionnaires may be cost-effective and scalable, but they often fail to 

capture nuanced or contextualized information. Interviews provide depth but are time-consuming and resource-

intensive. Observations and discourse analysis require expertise and may raise ethical concerns in professional 

environments. 

Designing valid and reliable instruments is another challenge. Poorly worded questions, lack of cultural 

sensitivity, or an overreliance on closed-ended items may lead to biased or incomplete data. For example, a 

questionnaire for engineers learning English might not accurately capture the genre conventions of technical 

report writing unless the instrument is specifically tailored. 

Accessing authentic materials or conducting field observations in professional settings (e.g., hospitals, law 

firms, and factories) is often difficult due to confidentiality concerns, ethical restrictions, or logistical barriers. 

Without direct access, practitioners may have to rely on second-hand reports, which can compromise the 

accuracy and relevance of the NA. 
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Another major difficulty is that learners’ needs are not static. In many ESP contexts, especially workplace-

related ones, job roles and communication tasks evolve rapidly in response to technological advancements, 

policy changes, or market demands. As a result, a NA conducted at the beginning of a course may become 

obsolete midway through its implementation. 

Additionally, learners’ language abilities and confidence often change as they progress, altering their 

perceptions of what they need. This makes NA an ongoing, iterative process rather than a one-time activity. 

However, continuous needs assessment is rarely feasible due to time and resource constraints. 

Institutional policies often place limitations on how and to what extent NA can be conducted. Pre-packaged 

curricula, standardized testing regimes, and budgetary limitations may leave little room for bespoke course 

design. In such contexts, the ideal of tailoring content to learners’ specific needs becomes secondary to the 

demands of assessment and accreditation. 

Time is a pervasive limitation. Comprehensive needs analyses take time to plan, conduct, analyze, and 

interpret. In many ESP contexts, particularly short-term courses or in-company training programs, time is a luxury 

that stakeholders may be unwilling to afford. 

Conducting a meaningful NA often requires trained personnel, access to authentic materials, and 

technological tools — all of which may be lacking in under-resourced institutions. This is particularly true in 

developing countries or remote regions, where ESP instructors may not have access to research databases, 

software for discourse analysis, or opportunities for professional development. 

NA involves interpersonal communication and often requires asking questions about learners’ 

backgrounds, goals, and preferences. In some cultural contexts, such inquiry may be seen as intrusive or 

inappropriate. Respondents might provide socially desirable answers rather than truthful ones, especially if they 

fear judgment or repercussions. Moreover, learners may lack the metacognitive awareness to articulate their 

needs clearly. For example, a student may express a desire to „speak better English” without understanding what 

that entails in terms of communicative functions or linguistic structures. 

Even when data is successfully collected, interpreting it meaningfully can be challenging. The richness and 

complexity of the data often result in information overload. Practitioners may struggle to distinguish between 

critical needs and peripheral ones, or between recurring patterns and outliers. 

Translating findings into actionable curricular changes is also difficult. It requires pedagogical expertise, 

access to relevant materials, and an understanding of the broader institutional and cultural context. 

Misinterpretation or misapplication of data can lead to poorly designed courses that fail to address learners’ true 

needs. 

Many ESP practitioners are language teachers with limited training in research methodology or NA 

techniques. They may be unaware of how to conduct triangulated data collection or how to perform discourse 

analysis. Without proper training or institutional support, even well-intentioned needs analyses may be flawed. 

Professional development opportunities in ESP, particularly those focusing on NA, are not always readily 

available. As a result, many practitioners rely on intuition or ad hoc methods, which can compromise the validity 

of the analysis. 

ESP courses are by definition highly specific, but educational institutions often aim for scalability and 

transferability. This creates a tension between designing highly tailored content for a small group and creating 

modules that can be reused or adapted for different cohorts. NA must therefore strike a balance: being specific 

enough to address the immediate needs of the target group, but broad enough to allow for some degree of 

generalization. Achieving this balance is easier said than done. 

NA raises several ethical concerns. Practitioners must ensure informed consent, protect confidentiality, and 

avoid exploitative or coercive practices, especially when working with vulnerable populations such as migrant 

workers or international students. Ethical lapses not only jeopardize the integrity of the research but can also 

lead to legal consequences and reputational damage. 

The difficulties outlined above suggest that ESP NA is not merely a technical process, but a contextual, 

political, and interpretive endeavor. While theoretical models offer structure, their application requires 

flexibility, critical awareness, and methodological pluralism. To improve the effectiveness of NA, practitioners 

should consider: using multiple methods and sources to validate findings; actively involving learners and field 

experts in the design and interpretation of NA; viewing NA as a cyclical, ongoing process throughout the course; 

equipping ESP practitioners with ethnographic and research skills to navigate complex data. 



Norica Felicia BUCUR     593 

 
 

Conducting NA in ESP is indispensable but inherently challenging. From methodological constraints and 

stakeholder conflict to access issues and contextual fluidity, NA must be reimagined as a dynamic, collaborative, 

and reflective process. To meet the demands of 21st-century ESP education, NA must evolve beyond static 

models and embrace adaptive, learner-centered approaches that reflect the complexities of global professional 

communication. 

5. Assessing variables in NA for ESP 

The interpretation of NA data is expected to bridge the gap between learners' current linguistic capabilities 

and the communicative demands of their target environment. Variable assessment in ESP typically involves both 

objective and subjective data (Brown, 1995)9: objective variables include learners’ professional roles, language 

tasks, and institutional requirements, while subjective variables cover learners’ perceptions, attitudes, and self-

assessed needs. In addition to that, the interdependence of variables underscores the need for a holistic 

approach to assessing them (Basturkmen, 2010). 

NA serves as both a diagnostic and a planning tool, allowing educators to align language instruction with 

the communicative requirements of specific professional, academic, or occupational contexts. Central to this 

process is the identification and interpretation of key variables (learner-related, context-related, discourse-

related, and task-related) which inform the structure and content of ESP syllabi. However, while theoretical 

models provide guidance on what variables to consider, they often understate the interpretive challenges faced 

by practitioners when attempting to translate these variables into actionable curricular components. As these 

variables do not exist in isolation, actually interpreting them in a meaningful, actionable way for syllabus design 

presents several difficulties.  

A major challenge lies in the subjective nature of self-reports provided by learners. Learners often misjudge 

their own abilities or needs, either overestimating fluency or underestimating areas of weakness (Brown, 2009)10. 

This is particularly problematic in ESP, where learners may lack the metalinguistic awareness to evaluate their 

communicative performance accurately. 

Target situations are often poorly defined or constantly evolving, especially in rapidly changing industries 

(e.g., IT, healthcare). Practitioners may struggle to pin down specific genres, interaction types, or task 

frequencies. For example, „e-mail writing” could imply anything from informal team updates to formal customer 

correspondence (Basturkmen, 2010)11. 

Diverse stakeholder groups — learners, employers, academic institutions — frequently have conflicting or 

vague expectations. A university might prioritize academic writing, while an employer values verbal negotiation. 

Teachers must navigate these tensions when designing content (Long, 2005)12. On the other hand, sociocultural 

variables, such as politeness norms, hierarchy in communication, and gender roles, often influence how English 

is used in specific contexts (Norton & Toohey, 2004). However, these factors are difficult to interpret and rarely 

made explicit by learners or stakeholders. 

Teachers often rely on generalized assumptions about professional groups (e.g., all engineers write 

technical reports) rather than individual learner profiles. This leads to syllabi that may suit some learners but fail 

to meet the specific needs of others within the same occupational category (Belcher, 2006). In addition to that, 

modern workplaces require competence across various digital platforms and modes of communication (e.g., 

video conferencing, chat apps). These multimodal demands are often underreported or misunderstood in 

traditional NA processes (Kaur & Lee, 2006). 

By the time a course is designed and delivered, the original analysis may no longer reflect the current needs 

due to changes in roles, technologies, or environments. This lag creates a disconnect between analysis and 

implementation (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998)13. What is more, in many cases, especially in corporate or high-
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12 M.H. Long, Second Language Needs Analysis, Cambridge University Press, 2005. 
13 T. Dudley-Evans, M.J. St John, Developments in English for Specific Purposes: A multi-disciplinary approach, Cambridge University 

Press, 1998. 
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security sectors, teachers have limited access to authentic materials or workplace settings, impeding accurate 

interpretation of discourse and communication practices (Bhatia, 2008)14. 

Interpreting variables in ESP NA is not just about collecting information, it is about understanding nuance, 

context, and stakeholder dynamics. The process demands a mix of linguistic awareness, cultural sensitivity, and 

sometimes even domain-specific expertise. Overcoming these difficulties often requires: mixed-method 

approaches (quantitative + qualitative); triangulation of data sources; collaboration with domain experts; 

iterative needs assessment (not just one-off). 

Accurate assessment of variables directly informs curriculum relevance, material selection, and 

instructional strategies, as, more often than not, recognizing proficiency gaps allows for differentiated 

instruction, understanding job-specific discourse informs authentic task design and considering learner 

preferences supports motivation and retention. Thus, variable assessment not only enriches curriculum design 

but also enhances learner engagement and course outcomes (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998)15. 

The challenges outlined above reveal that interpreting NA variables in ESP is not simply a technical process 

but a complex, interpretive, and context-sensitive act. Unlike General English courses, ESP requires not only 

linguistic knowledge but also domain-specific literacy, intercultural awareness, and adaptive pedagogical 

judgment. 

One solution lies in triangulating data sources — combining interviews, surveys, workplace observations, 

and discourse analysis — to create a fuller, more balanced picture of learner needs (Brown, 2009)16. Another is 

to adopt ethnographic and participatory approaches, where learners and stakeholders co-construct the 

curriculum, allowing for deeper insight and responsiveness (Norton & Toohey, 2004). 

Furthermore, adopting a dynamic NA model, where NA is an ongoing process throughout the course, rather 

than a one-off pre-course activity, can accommodate evolving learner needs and contextual shifts (Graves, 2000). 

Interpreting variables in ESP NA is fraught with conceptual, methodological, and practical challenges. 

Misinterpretation or oversimplification of variables can lead to ineffective curricula that fail to meet learners' 

real communicative needs. Addressing these difficulties requires a critical, collaborative, and flexible approach 

to NA that integrates multiple perspectives and adapts to changing contexts. 

Future research and practice should focus on refining methods for analyzing complex variables, integrating 

authentic workplace data, and fostering deeper collaboration between language professionals and domain 

experts. 

6. Conclusions 

The literature offers a rich set of methodologies and frameworks for conducting NA in ESP. While traditional 

models like TSA and PSA remain foundational, newer approaches — such as discourse analysis, ethnographic 

inquiry, and triangulated mixed methods — provide deeper insight into the nuanced needs of diverse learners. 

However, the success of these approaches depends on the practitioner’s ability to identify and balance a wide 

range of variables, from learner characteristics to institutional demands and genre-specific expectations. 

Conducting a NA in ESP is a complex, multifaceted task that extends far beyond simply identifying what 

learners „want” or „need”. It requires careful consideration of theoretical models, stakeholder perspectives, data 

collection methods, and contextual realities. The difficulties are numerous: conceptual ambiguities, 

methodological hurdles, logistical constraints, and ethical concerns all pose significant challenges. Yet, despite 

these difficulties, NA remains indispensable to effective ESP teaching. By acknowledging and addressing these 

challenges, practitioners can strive to design more responsive, relevant, and ethically sound ESP curricula that 

truly meet the evolving needs of their learners. 

The ultimate purpose of NA is to inform syllabus design. Based on the approaches and variables discussed, 

effective ESP syllabi should: align language content with real-world communicative functions; integrate skills 

development with genre awareness; include flexible modules to adapt to learners’ evolving needs; employ 

formative assessment based on real-life performance tasks; incorporate feedback mechanisms for continuous 
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NA. As Basturkmen (2010)17 points out, the strength of ESP lies in its flexibility and responsiveness — 

characteristics that are only achievable through rigorous and contextually grounded NA. 

ESP NA is multidimensional, combining linguistic, pedagogical, sociocultural, and logistical insights. A 

comprehensive analysis involves not only understanding the language required in specific contexts but also how 

learners interact with that language, how they learn best, and under what conditions they will be learning. Each 

of these variables plays a critical role in shaping an ESP course that is both relevant and responsive. Ignoring any 

one of them can lead to mismatched content and missed learning outcomes. 

Effective NA, therefore, is both a science and an art — requiring systematic data collection, contextual 

awareness, and pedagogical sensitivity. Only through such thorough and reflective processes can an ESP 

curriculum truly meet the needs of its learners. 
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