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ABSTRACT

This study was an attempt to examine Iranian ESP teachers’ beliefs and their ties with classroom 
practices. To do so through convenient sampling, twenty five ESP teachers teaching English 
for specific purposes in different disciplines such as Chemistry, Accounting, Mathematics, and 
Law at Islamic Azad University, Kermanshah branch, in Kermanshah city, Kermanshah, Iran 
participated in this study. Since the participants’ gender was not among the aims of this study, 
its probable effects were controlled. In order for the data to be as reliable and valid as possible, 
the participants were interviewed and asked to fill in the questionnaire at times when they had 
free time. The researcher had the teachers fill in the questionnaire. Then, they were interviewed 
in their free times most often outside the university. The findings of the study revealed that there 
was no relationship between ESP teachers’ beliefs on their teaching practices in the classroom.
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INTRODUCTION

Background
As the world’s international language, English has become 
the primary means of communication among many disci-
plines and professions around the globe. This highlights the 
importance of the English for Specific Purposes and more 
particularly, the increasing concern for its subcategory; i. e., 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP). More importantly, 
Essen (2000) views ESP as one of the main purposes for the 
existence of English as an International Language (EIL). As 
Widdowson (1997) puts it, “EIL and ESP are coterminous,―
otherwise it would not have spread, otherwise it would not 
regulate itself as an effective means of global communica-
tion. Otherwise, there would, for most people, be little point 
in learning it at school or university” (p. 144).

 In so far the actual classroom context is concerned, there 
seems to exist certain strong ties between the ESP teachers’ 
beliefs and various aspects and dimensions of their class-
room actions. Nevertheless, there is no empirical research 
to date examining Iranian in-service ESP teachers’ beliefs, 
attitudes and actions leaving this area allegedly unexplored.

 In recent years the focus of research on teaching and teach-
er education has somehow shifted from teachers’ behavior to 
areas of cognition that are the basis of such behavior. More 
specifically, teachers’ beliefs and attitudes have been recog-
nized as a significant factor in teaching (Stuart &Thurlow, 
2000; Renzaglia et al., 1997). The so-called shift in research 
on teachers’ practices has brought about considerable insights 
into teachers’ beliefs, which in turn has led to several research 
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reviews (Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996; Stuart &Thurlow, 
2000; Wenden, 1999; Woods, 1996). A review of literature on 
the issue indicates that teachers’ beliefs have a critical impact 
on the way they teach in the classroom, learn how to teach, 
and perceive educational reforms (Borg, 2001). It is within this 
framework that research on English as a second/foreign lan-
guage (ESL/EFL) teachers’ beliefs has emerged as a corollary 
of the framework initiated by the broader educational research.

In addition, research on ESL/EFL teachers’ beliefs is 
particularly important in contexts where English is taught 
for specific purposes; i. e., English for Specific/Academic 
Purposes (ESP/EAP). The beliefs ESP/EAP teachers’ hold 
seems to have a lot to do with the way they teach, the de-
cisions they make, and classroom practices they follow, 
among others.

Statement of the Problem and Purpose of the Study

Since the artificial classroom situations in TTC (teacher 
training courses) have been under question by the teachers 
who find them completely different from the real classroom 
cases, there has been more tendency to scrutinize teachers’ 
beliefs and experiences to figure out the more natural reality 
in order to be able to feel the problems of teaching and teach-
er education programs naturally.

Research Question & Hypothesis

1. Do in-service ESP instructors’ attitudes and beliefs af-
fect their real classroom practices?
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Based on the research question just stated, the following 
hypothesis was formulated.

Since the study’s main question is qualitative in nature, 
no hypothesis is put forth.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The Advent of ESP
These days ESP is a major activity in the academic and busi-
ness all around the world. It is considered as an enterprise 
which is included in education, training and practice, and 
drawing upon three major realms of knowledge: language, 
pedagogy and the students’/participants’ special areas of in-
terest (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987; West, 1998). From the 
early 1960’s, in Hutchinson and Waters’ view, today in order 
to become one of the most prominent areas of (English as a 
foreign language) EFL teaching, English for Specific Purpos-
es (ESP) must be continued. It provides its development in 
increasing number of universities offering an MA in ESP and 
in the number of ESP courses offered for overseas students in 
English speaking countries. There is now a well-established 
international journal dedicated to ESP discussion, “English for 
Specific Purposes: An international journal” (ibid). Robertson 
and Nunn (2010) proposed that, for a long time, in the shad-
ows of the Second Language Acquisition field and the nev-
er- ending circuit of SLA conferences across the world ESP 
has been remained. A definition of ESP, in Strevens’ view, 
needs to distinguish between four absolute and two variable 
characteristics including absolute and variable characteristics.

Claims of ESP
ESP focuses on the learner’s needs, waste no time, is rel-
evant to the learner, is successful in imparting learning, is 
more cost-effective than ‘General English’. Subsequent to 
Strevens’ definition, Dudley-Evans (1998) proposed another 
definition which was largely adapted from Strevens’ defini-
tion. The definition Dudley-Evans proposes seems to enjoy 
some improvements over Srevens’ (1988) by removing the 
absolute characteristic that ESP is “in contrast with ‘Gen-
eral English’, and has revised and increased the number of 
variable characteristics. The division of ESP into absolute 
and variable characteristics, in particular, is very helpful in 
resolving arguments about what is and is not ESP. From the 
definition, ESP can neither it necessarily refers to specific 
discipline, nor does it have to be aimed at a certain age group 
or ability range. ESP should be seen simply as an ‘approach’ 
to teaching, or what Dudley-Evans describes as an ‘attitude 
of mind’. Such a view echoes that of Hutchinson and wa-
ters’ (1987) who point out, “ESP is an approach to language 
teaching in which all decisions as to content and method are 
based on the learner’s reason for learning” (p. 19).

One defining feature of ESP which has contribution to 
its emergence is that language education must be based on 
the needs of students. Different courses for various groups 
of learners must be provided, because learners in different 
fields have different needs. Consequently, ESP has to be di-
vided into different branches.

METHOD

Participants

The total number of ESP teachers both males and females 
who participated in this study was 25. The teachers were 
teaching English for specific purposes at Islamic Azad Uni-
versity, Kermanshah branch, in Kermanshah city, Kerman-
shah, Iran. The participants were selected according to the 
type of the ESP course they were teaching on the basis of 
availability sampling.

The number of male teachers was almost equal to the 
number of female participants; that is, the total number of 
male participants was twelve (n=12) whereas the number of 
female teachers was ten (n=10). Since the participants’ gen-
der was not among the aims of this study, its probable effects 
were controlled. The researcher had the teachers fill in the 
questionnaire. Then, they were interviewed in their free times 
most often outside the university. The participants held M. A. 
and PhD degrees in different disciplines such as Chemistry, 
Accounting, Mathematics, and Law, to name a few.

Instruments

Besides the background questionnaire, two instruments were 
exerted in order to elicit both reliable and valid data. Since 
there were no previous studies on ESP teachers’ beliefs and 
attitudes, attempts were made to develop a new question-
naire. The questionnaire was, as a result, taken from several 
related previous studies (i. e., Prodromou, 2002; Sherkato-
labbasi et al., 2012; etc) and was fairly entirely modified to 
conform to the present study’s contextual elements. The new 
questionnaire included 30 items on a Likert scale to elicit 
teachers’ beliefs and attitudes concerning the teaching ESP. 
there were five choices for each item the most appropriate of 
which the participants were asked to circle as the one they 
believed to be true in their view. The choices for each of the 
30 items were as follows: 1) Totally agree 2) agree 3) neither 
agree nor disagree 4) disagree 5) totally disagree.

Items included in this questionnaire underline the con-
cepts such as the role of L1 in language teaching, the cor-
rection of errors, type and time of assessment, the students’ 
needs, educational policies, classroom actions and practices, 
teaching materials, etc. the reliability of the questionnaire 
was calculated through Cronbach Alpha formula and the re-
sult pointed to 0.72.

Procedure

In this study both qualitative and quantitative techniques 
were utilized. The 30-item-questionnaire was first adminis-
tered to 22 participants each at a time. Next, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with the teachers a week after 
the questionnaire had been administered and audio recorded.

Data Analysis

After the process of data collection, the obtained data were 
analyzed. The process of the data collection followed these 
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steps: All participants’ filled questionnaires were rated and 
analyzed and the frequencies of each choice (1) Totally agree 
2) agree 3) neither agree nor disagree 4) disagree 5) totally 
disagree) were calculated for all the 30 items. Later, obtained 
frequencies of all items were converted to percentages to de-
termine the overall value for each one of the questionnaire 
items. Finally, the obtained frequencies and percentages 
were put into tables for better depiction and further analyt-
ic decisions. The interviews were also transcribed and an-
alyzed to come up with teachers own ideas that may have 
gone unnoticed in the questionnaire items. Since the inter-
view questions were mainly adopted from the questionnaire 
items, their analysis was incorporated into the results of the 
questionnaire.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The results of the data analysis from the questionnaire are 
shown in the Tables 1 and 2.

Result and Discussion

To begin with the questionnaire items, the first one in-
quired whether the ESP course should be taught only by 
subject matter teachers. As the tables above indicate, 45% 
of participants agreed with this view, while 18% of par-
ticipants didn’t have any idea and 32% of them disagreed. 
However, the majority of teachers took side with the idea 
pr in proposed in the first item. The second item exam-
ined teachers’ beliefs about translating the keywords and 
specialized passages into Persian and the necessity of hav-
ing a student’s listen to the teacher. The results indicated 
that 64 percent of them disagreed, 23% strongly disagreed 
while 14% agreed.

The third question inquired teachers’ beliefs about the 
role of teacher as an absolute authority in the classroom, the 
one who enjoys the central position in the classroom. 50% of 
the participants strongly disagreed and 41% disagreed with 
this idea. And 9% of participants agreed with this item. As 
with the fourth question in the questionnaire, almost all the 
teachers strongly agreed; i. e., 96%. The reasons behind this 
lack of congruence relates to ESP teacher training courses 
and their experiences as students.

The fifth question centered on the inclusion of students’ 
opinions and interests in classroom discussions. This item 
was, in a way, a cross-check of the third item as well. 41% 
of respondents strongly agreed with this item; 32% agreed 
with it while an only 9% of them disagreed. The next item 
focused on the notion of adjusting and adapting the difficul-
ty level of materials (items) to students’ different levels of 
general English proficiency, a belief with which 68% of par-
ticipants agreed and 18% disagreed. The seventh item read 
as, “it is a good idea to have a general English teacher and 
the subject matter teacher teach ESP collaboratively”. Sur-
prisingly enough, 60% of the participants disagreed with this 
idea and 14% strongly rejected it. The next item drew upon 
meeting the students’ needs and expectations with which 
77% of participants strongly agreed, 23% agreed.

The 9th item stressed the use of materials (textbooks, ar-
ticles, etc.) appropriate to the students’ specific needs and 
language ability. Almost all the teachers agreed with the im-
plementation of relevant materials in ESP classes. In more 
statistical terms, 64% of respondents strongly agreed with 
this, 32% agreed with it and the left 4% were neutral.

Item no 10 read as “I believe ESP teachers should make 
use of the students’ mother-tongue so as to foster their com-
prehension.” 50% of participants took side with this idea and 
23% of them strongly agreed with it while 23% disagreed. 
The next item in the questionnaire inquired the use of realia 

Table 1. The frequencies of the five choices of individual 
items of the questionnaire
Items  Strongly 

agree
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

disagree
1 1 10 4 7 0
2 0 3 0 14 5
3 0 2 0 9 11
4 21 1 0 0 0
5 9 7 4 2 0
6 2 15 1 4 0
7 0 3 3 13 3
8 17 5 0 0 0
9 14 7 1 0 0
10 5 11 1 4 1
11 19 2 1 0 0
12 6 16 0 0 0
13 3 11 2 6 0
14 0 2 2 10 8
15 2 4 6 9 1

Table 2. The percentages of the five choices of individual 
items of the questionnaire
Items  Strongly 

agree
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

disagree
1 4 45 18 32 0
2 0 14 0 64 23
3 0 9 0 41 50
4 96 4 0 0 0
5 41 32 18 9 0
6 9 68 4 18 0
7 0 14 14 59 14
8 77 23 0 0 0
9 64 32 4 0 0
10 23 50 4 18 4
11 86 9 4 0 0
12 27 73 0 0 0
13 14 50 9 27 0
14 0 9 9 45 36
15 9 18 27 41 4
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and instructional aids such as charts, diagrams, pictures and 
other instructional aids in ESP classes with which 95% of 
participants to excite. Item 12 focused on the actual presen-
tation of the content to be taught. Almost all the participants 
agreed with this item. The next item in the questionnaire in-
quired the ESP teachers’ beliefs about testing. 64% of the 
participants agreed with the view that ESP tests should the 
only contain subject matter related items without any consid-
erable items testing general English proficiency.

Item no 14 examines the importance of memorizing the 
materials with which 82% of participants disagreed. The 
next item asked, “should the ESP teachers have the students 
speak and write in English?” almost half of the participants 
disagree with this view; 27% were neutral end to a 7% agree 
he read in reality, the teachers do not ask the students to 
speak and write in English.

Discrepancies between Teachers’ Beliefs and Actions
Primarily, the actions carried out by teachers in ESP classes 
were merely based on the principles of Grammar Transla-
tion Method (GTM) of language teaching, the method which 
puts considerable amount of emphasis on mechanical drills, 
translation skills, grammar and vocabulary knowledge, 
memorization and reading. Interesting in this regard is the 
observation that the subject matter teachers who might have 
never heard of GTM we’re following its principles in action. 
This can be explained by the very fact that these teachers 
were acting based on the previous learning experience when 
they were students here it is most likely that the ESP teachers 
were basing their actions on the methods with which they 
were taught in their language classes previously.

Another explanation for the actions taken by the teach-
ers in this study comes from the idea that the students are 
reluctant to adapt themselves to new methodologies, if any, 
implemented by the teacher. Obviously, students who attend 
ESP classes do not expect anything different from what they 
have experience in general English courses. The results of 
observations as discussed above indicate considerable de-
grees of discrepancies between ESP teachers’ beliefs and 
their actions.

CONCLUSION
This study examined the Iranian ESP teachers’ beliefs and 
their ties with classroom practices. The findings out of the 
study revealed that there was no relationship between ESP 
teachers’ beliefs on their teaching practices in the classroom. 
In fact, ESP teachers’ actions and classroom practices are a 
reflection of their beliefs about learning and teaching. Over-
all, the present investigation broadens the scope of the stud-
ies dealing with teachers’ beliefs and attitudes. The findings 
of the presents study are significant on the accounts that no 
previous study to date has examined the beliefs of Iranian 
ESP teachers. In sum, different beliefs of ESP instructors 
were examined along with their actual classroom practices. 
In fact, there is a close relationship between the respondents’ 
past learning experiences and their beliefs towards teaching 
ESP.

One of the important themes quite related to ESP teach-
ers’ beliefs and practices is the use of appropriate materials. 
The materials’ contents may be either irrelevant to the profi-
ciency level of the students or are not in accordance with the 
students’ needs. Moreover, the materials may be written in 
such a way to maximize a limited number of skills and sub-
skills. Such is the case with the ESP materials in the Iranian 
context where the reading skill is given too much credit. Un-
der such circumstances ESP teacher face difficulty in recon-
ciling their beliefs and actions. The ESP teachers’ beliefs and 
attitudes seem to be vulnerable to many threats. For instance, 
the teaching method the ESP teachers strongly believe in may 
be replaced by the one the students appreciate. This exerts a 
direct effect on the ESP classroom actions as well such as 
teaching efficiency, classroom management, and conducting 
classroom activities. As far as the syllabus is concerned, in 
reality, the ESP teachers’ beliefs and actions may not match 
completely as far as the syllabus is concerned. Most often, 
ESP teachers cannot implement their syllabus which might 
be designed based on their beliefs and attitudes due to some 
factors such as institutional constraints.
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