
SINTEZA 2018 
INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE ON INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND DATA RELATED RESEARCH

313

Valentina Gavranović

Singidunum University,  
Belgrade, Serbia

Correspondence: 
Valentina Gavranović

e-mail: 
vgavranovic@singidunum.ac.rs

TEACHING ENGLISH FOR MEDICAL PURPOSES –  
FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE: CHALLENGES  
ENCOUNTERED IN ELT AT SECONDARY LEVEL

CURRENT PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHING LANGUAGE FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES

Abstract: 
This paper analyses the current educational framework for foreign language 
teaching in secondary schools in Serbia, with the focus on teaching medical 
English viewed from the perspective of English for Specific Purposes principles. 
The aim of this work is to define these principles and present their develop-
ment and changes within ESP theory and practice ever since it was incepted 
in the 1960s, and to investigate how much of these principles is present in 
the official documents regulating teaching foreign languages in secondary 
vocational schools for health care workers. The purpose of this work is to 
identify the areas which could be improved, and to propose solutions how 
to implement ESP methods and techniques in teaching medical English to 
secondary school students.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The domain of applied linguistics has been considerably expanded for 
the last several decades not only due to the new insights in linguistic the-
ory, but also the constant social and cultural changes. As a consequence 
of complex changes affecting modern society, educational establishments 
are looking for new ways in organising meaningful and purposeful teach-
ing and learning processes, relying on knowledge and practices from dif-
ferent areas of human existence. The role and place of foreign languages 
in educational systems, particularly the English language, has also been 
changed, and, subsequently, new models and methods have been pro-
posed in order to face these demands in adequate and effective ways. 
With the rise of economy, commerce and more intertwined and global 
world we are living in, the purpose for learning the English language has 
also been altered. One of the current pedagogical imperatives in teach-
ing English as a foreign language is to make a shift from the language-
centered to the leaner-centered approach, and this is the main premise in 
a branch of applied linguistics called English for Specific Purposes (ESP). 
Although, in the past, ESP courses were typically designed for interme-
diate and advanced adult students, mainly at tertiary level, nowadays, 
there is a growing number of students attending ESP courses at an earlier  
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age and at a lower level of proficiency. Classes designed 
according to the ESP principles is exactly what students 
attending vocational schools in Serbia need. 

This paper provides a theoretical framework for 
ESP, its development and current trends. It investigates 
the presence of its postulates in the official curriculum, 
accredited coursebooks, and standards prescribed for 
the English language teaching in secondary vocational 
schools in Serbia, with a focus on teaching medical Eng-
lish. The aim of this paper is to get a critical insight into 
teaching English for Medical Purposes (EMP) at second-
ary level, and specify the crucial role a teacher has in this 
language teaching paradigm.

2.	 THE DEVELOPMENT OF ESP

ESP, as a branch of applied linguistics, emerged in 
the 1960s as an immediate response to a newly created 
social, economic and cultural environment [1]. When 
it became clear that students could not manage to deal 
with real-life situations they were encountering after fin-
ishing English language courses, the need for specialised 
courses was clearly defined [2].

Over the years, the main principles of ESP changed, 
and different methods were proposed. At first, the main 
aim of ESP was the language itself, and little or no at-
tention was given to the development of language skills. 
Teaching revolved around lexical explanations of tech-
nical and scientific terms, and it was text-based.  In the 
late 1970s, the attention of ESP was moved away from 
the language-focused approach to the learner-centered 
approach, with the focus on a leaner and his specific 
foreign language needs [1]. In the centre of the teach-
ing and learning process was a learner and his needs, 
and therefore it was not enough only to take into con-
sideration how language worked, but also how leaners 
acquired language which would be used in real life situ-
ations. Therefore, needs analysis gained in importance, 
and it represented the starting point for creating and 
organising language learning processes. The emphasis 
was on the development of all language skills – reading, 
writing, speaking and listening – which could be used in 
specific discourses. ESP was consolidated in the 1980s 
with the influential papers written by Hutchinson and 
Waters [3]. Hutchinson did not dismiss the language-
centred approach entirely, but emphasised the impor-
tance of the learning process, students’ specific needs, 
their experience, subject matter knowledge and skills, 
different learning styles, and material development, stat-
ing that “if it is to have any real and lasting value, ESP 

must be founded in the first instance on sound prin-
ciples of learning, and it is with this purpose in view 
that we have proposed a learning-centered approach to 
ESP [4].” Over the last two decades, the ESP principles 
gained in popularity, and the importance of ESP in lan-
guage teaching can be proved by the ever-growing num-
ber of articles published in internationally acclaimed sci-
entific magazines, and various conferences dealing with 
this issue are held around the world [5]. Javid [6] also 
reports that the number of universities around the world 
offering ESP courses is on the rise.

Nowadays, there are opposing views whether to po-
sition ESP as a distinct field, independent of the older 
discipline of English for General Purposes (EGP), or to 
consider them as complementing principles which can 
contribute with their own methods and techniques in 
different learning situations. Dudley-Evans and St Jones 
insist on the idea that these two disciplines should not 
be completely separated, and suggest that ESP should be 
viewed as a discipline that is “designed to meet specific 
needs of the learner”, and it “makes use of the underly-
ing methodology and activities of the discipline it serves 
[7].” 

ESP does not rely only on the principles and meth-
ods of applied linguistics, but it is also dependent on 
the postulates of the field it is related to. Therefore, it 
has developed its own methodology. Dudley-Evans [7] 
points out to two aspects of ESP methodology: one re-
flecting the methodology of applied linguistics, with a 
slightly changed role of teachers and students, and the 
other referring to the methodology and principles of the 
disciplines and professions it is related to. 

ESP courses are traditionally designed for adult in-
termediate or advanced learners. However, ESP is “quite 
flexible discipline [6]” and due to the constant changes 
affecting society, and the emerging needs of learners, 
ESP courses are now also created for younger learners 
with the basic knowledge of the language, or even for the 
beginners. Today, what characterizes ESP is a diversity 
of its forms and applications, with different areas grow-
ing in response to the needs of English language learn-
ers. Depending on the specific needs of the learners, ESP 
has been divided into English for Academic Purposes 
(EAP) and English for Occupational Purposes (EOP). 
The latter has been divided into English for Professional 
Purposes (EPP), and one of its disciplines being English 
for Medical Purposes (EMP).
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3.	 THE IMPORTANCE OF TEACHING EMP IN 
SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Secondary vocational schools in Serbia provide edu-
cation in specific fields, and upon graduation students 
are awarded a vocational qualification certificate, which 
offers them the opportunity to start working in the field 
they were trained for, or to continue their schooling 
at a tertiary level. A very important segment of voca-
tional education implies health care education, and in 
Serbia there are about 33 secondary schools providing 
education and training for over 20,000 students in dif-
ferent fields of medicine: nursing, midwifery, dentistry, 
physiotherapy, pharmacy, beauty care, etc. The new re-
forms of secondary vocational schools imply more train-
ing and practical work for students, at the expense of 
the number of classes devoted to general subjects and 
theory. The aim of these reforms is to educate a health 
care worker who will be qualified to start working im-
mediately upon graduation, or develop their skills and 
knowledge at some higher education institution: college 
of academic studies or college of vocational studies, the 
latter being a more common option for many students.

Schooling lasts for either four or three years, and 
only one foreign language (mainly English) is taught for 
four or two years, respectively. Due to the fact that the 
majority of students either start working upon gradua-
tion, or go to a college of vocational studies (which does 
not provide any language course), we come to the con-
clusion that the only medical English they get in their 
formal schooling is during secondary school education. 
The implication of this fact is very important in creat-
ing and organising English language classes at secondary 
level.

4.	 THE ANALYSIS OF THE CURRENT 
FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING 
FRAMEWORK

The analysis of the official documents which regulate 
the content and aims of English language teaching in 
secondary vocational schools shows a considerable lack 
of the main ESP principles. 

First of all, the curriculum is the same for all voca-
tional schools, and it comprises aims and tasks which 
primarily reflect the needs of students who will use Eng-
lish for general purposes. It is also packed with gram-
matical sections and various general topics. The analysis 
of the curriculum shows that only one topic, out of 15 
stated, is related to the use of professional English. The 

curriculum also prescribes the main aims and tasks of 
foreign language teaching, and only one, out of 6 for-
mulated, refers to the use of professional English, but 
in very broad terms - students are supposed to read the 
texts which will help them keep up to date with the in-
formation and innovations in their profession [8]. The 
text-based approach instruction reflects the early princi-
ples advocated in ESP in the 1960s, which have been su-
perseded by many other relevant aspects and approaches.

Another official document which regulates teaching 
foreign languages at secondary level is a compilation of 
standards which instruct teachers what is relevant and 
what students are expected to know upon graduation 
[9]. The adoption of these standards implies the final 
standardisation of knowledge, skills and competences 
which students need to develop before ‘pre-university’ 
education [10]. The very mentioning of ‘university’ in 
standards at secondary level shows a certain level of ne-
glect of vocational students’ needs. Furthermore, there is 
no explicitly stated descriptor which refers particularly 
to professional/ vocational competences.

Another very important guideline for teachers teach-
ing in vocational schools is a coursebook, which for 
many represents the main source and material used in 
the classroom. The analysis of coursebooks accredited by 
the Ministry of Education shows a list of titles predomi-
nantly aimed at teaching English for General Purposes.

Taking into consideration the current educational 
framework, and the presence/ absence of ESP princi-
ples in the official documents which regulate teaching 
foreign languages at secondary level in Serbia, we can 
conclude that teachers have a very demanding task to 
respect what is prescribed, but also to incorporate pro-
fessional English in their lessons. What is needed to 
achieve this is a trained and qualified language teacher 
who is well equipped with the main principles of teach-
ing both general and professional English.

5.	 PERSPECTIVES ON DESIGNING AN EMP 
COURSE

Teaching EMP at tertiary level in Serbia has been a 
subject of research of different authors, who approached 
the issue from various aspects, defining the main prin-
ciples of EMP [11], or analysing students’ needs and ex-
pectations [12]. However, the area of teaching EMP in 
secondary schools has not been researched yet, and we 
have not found any published work analysing various 
aspects of teaching medical English for nurses or other 
health care workers.
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Teaching medical English in secondary schools im-
poses various challenges on language teachers, because 
it involves many areas, and it is constantly growing [2]. 
Teacher’s role is crucial in organising purposeful and 
meaningful lessons for students, preparing them for real 
life everyday situations, but also equipping them with 
skills and competences required at workplace.  

Teaching EMP should be based on a serious analysis 
of learner’s needs, and lessons need to be devised ac-
cording to the recognised needs. Lessons should be or-
ganised around selected topics, contents and functions, 
and teachers should think of various activities which 
will help learners develop all four skills. The selection 
of teaching techniques and materials should rely on the 
results of the needs analysis [3]. Dudley suggests that a 
teacher, during the preparatory stage, needs to ask the 
following key questions: What is the main aim of learn-
ing English? What are students’ needs? Which skills do 
they need to improve and how well? Which receptive 
and which productive skills do they need to master, and 
how well? These questions provide “a reasoned basis for 
the subsequent processes of syllabus design, materials 
writing, classroom teaching and evaluation [4].” 

The methodology of teaching English for Medi-
cal Purposes is distinguished from the principles and 
methodologies used when teaching English for General 
Purposes, and it implies different approaches to teach-
ing. First of all, students who are being educated and 
trained to be health care workers upon graduating from 
secondary school have different learning aims than 
those students who plan to go to some university and 
continue formal schooling. Teaching English to these 
students must be viewed within this context, and their 
learning needs represent a very important starting point 
in designing and organising lessons. Apart from helping 
students gain basic communication skills for everyday 
life contexts, teachers have a crucial role in recognising 
their students’ special needs. Teachers can easily neglect 
various complex aspects of teaching EMP if they rely 
only on the official curriculum, which is very detailed 
when it comes to teaching general English, but rather 
vague and does not precisely define what and, which is 
more important, how something should be taught. 

Teaching EMP implies teachers’ rather autonomous 
work in syllabus design and material selection. Since 
EMP teachers teach students who are bound to work 
in hospitals, the language they need to use is related to 
healthcare. Selected material, tasks and activities used 
in classes should cater for students’ professional needs. 
Developing students’ communicative skills in the target 

language is one of the main aims of EMP, and it can be 
achieved through various activities, such as role plays, 
simulation, presentations, passing on information, case 
studies [12]. EMP lessons should simulate workplace 
conditions, where communication between the health-
care worker and patients, or other health care worker is 
of vital importance. The commonest types of communi-
cation are found in the following situations: asking for 
and giving information in different contexts, explaining 
various medical procedures, asking about medical his-
tory, talking about symptoms, patients’ feelings, hand-
overs, etc. Students are valuable resource for planning 
these lessons, because they can choose those situations 
which they have already experienced. The language used 
in communication is that found in General English con-
text, but also includes healthcare terminology.

Apart from enhancing communication skills, stu-
dents also need to develop other language skills. Writing 
activities and tasks should focus on practical matters, 
such as writing hospital documents, charts, patients’ re-
cords [2]. Designing activities which can help students 
develop their listening skills is also important in EMP, 
and teachers have the task to incorporate various audio 
or video materials in their lessons, providing students 
with authentic healthcare contexts. Vocabulary used in 
lessons is a mix of medical terminology and everyday 
health terms, and it must be carefully selected. Reading 
medical texts is relevant, but the approach to teaching 
EMP solely based on text-analysis was superseded long 
time ago.

A very important part of preparing and designing 
EMP lesson refers to the selection of material used in 
teaching. Dudley argues that ESP is “a material-led” 
field. Due to the absence of accredited coursebooks deal-
ing with medical issues, language teachers are forced to 
find, select and adapt material to their students’ needs 
and level of knowledge. Dudley defines the new role of 
ESP language teacher with the term “material provider”, 
because the task of an ESP teacher is really demanding: 
finding the appropriate material, adapting it if neces-
sary, or even writing some additional material in order 
to cater for students’ needs [7].

Another role that an ESP teacher needs to take on is 
that of a collaborator, due to the fact that in many cases 
ESP learners may know more about the subject matter 
than the teacher himself. Therefore,  there is an extra 
burden imposed on teachers, whereby they are not only 
expected to master teaching skills, but also to have a 
good insight into the content they are teaching, as well as 
methodologies used in the relevant area of interest. ESP 
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teachers are required to be familiar with different teach-
ing methods and approaches, and to use them flexibly 
and creatively depending on the teaching situations and 
students’ needs. The question that always arises in EMP 
context is how much a language teacher should know 
about the subject matter. Nowadays, it a common belief 
that teachers are supposed to have a solid knowledge in 
methodology and pedagogy, but also to understand the 
specific needs of their students, and what their future 
profession involves. EMP teachers are not required to 
be experts in different areas of medicine, but they should 
know the main principles of the discipline, and show 
an active interest in the area they teach. Students are 
valuable resources in ESP contexts, and it is advisable to 
negotiate with them about the plan and content of the 
course. This new role of a teacher provides a dynamic 
process of mutual teaching and learning, and calls for 
a very professional and “personal sensitivity from the 
teacher [13].” Hutchinson even uses the term “practi-
tioner” for an ESP teacher.

Very often EMP teachers do not teach only language 
skills, but professional skills as well. They include vari-
ous skills health care workers need to show at work-
place, such as communication with patients, different 
types of conversations with colleagues and other health 
care workers. Through EMP lessons students can also 
become aware of the importance of developing skills 
relying on their social and emotional intelligence. EMP 
teachers should also help students find the appropriate 
way and vocabulary how to deal with patients who are 
in very sensitive and delicate situations, and this aspect 
of their job is of vital importance due to the very spe-
cific nature of their profession. In EMP context, lan-
guage skills are integrated with medical skills, and such 
contextualisation helps learners view language learning 
as meaningful and purposeful [13]. The integrated ap-
proach can also improve student’s language skills, but 
also consolidate or even broaden their subject matter 
knowledge and social skills necessary for their future 
profession.

6.	 FUTURE TRENDS AND DIRECTIONS

ESP, and EMP as a branch of it, is a field of ap-
plied linguistics which is gaining in importance in ELT 
around the world. The analysis of the current situation 
in education system in Serbia shows the lack of clearly 
defined aims and principles of its application at second-
ary level. Not only do official documents regulating what 
is to be taught in secondary vocational schools lack clear 

content and aims of teaching English for Specific Pur-
poses, but there is not any research or study analysing 
the issue and dealing with this important aspect of for-
eign language teaching. The effectiveness of application 
of the main principles of ESP largely depends on teach-
ers’ knowledge, skills and openness to change perspec-
tive from teaching EGP to teaching ESP. 

In order to make teachers aware of the importance 
of applying ESP methodology in secondary vocation-
al schools, it is important in the first place to educate 
teachers systematically in their formal education, name-
ly, ESP methodology should be introduced as an impor-
tant part of methodology course which English language 
students have at universities. Many teachers upon grad-
uating from faculties are not prepared for ESP contexts, 
and hold to the main principles of methodology of Eng-
lish for General Purposes they were exposed to during 
their own education. Another important support ESP 
teachers can get is through various forms of professional 
development, but, again, there is a considerable gap in 
the offer of seminars and conferences dealing with this 
issue in Serbia.

7.	 CONCLUSION

Ever since its inception in the 1960s, ESP has gone 
through several major shifts in theory and practice – 
from the language-centred approach to the learner-cen-
tred approach. The new trends in ELT show that ESP is 
gaining in popularity due to the fact that there has been 
an increase in various vocational courses and trainings 
throughout the world. With the spread of globalisation, 
English is being used in different professional contexts, 
and, therefore, the purpose of learning it has also been 
changed. Many educational institutions worldwide 
readily respond to the newly created circumstances, 
analysing learners’ needs, and creating language cours-
es which primarily focus on a learner and his aims for 
learning the language. This paper analysed the current 
framework for learning English in secondary medical 
schools, and it focused on the official documents which 
regulate what should be taught in vocational schools. 
This study showed a considerable lack of clearly defined 
principles for teaching EMP, and that the main focus in 
the curriculum and standards is on general English. If 
we take into consideration the fact that many of these 
students will finish with formal education with sec-
ondary school (or go to a college of vocational training 
where students are not offered any language course), we 
can conclude that the only medical English lessons they 
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have are at secondary level. This fact contributes to the 
thesis that Medical English should be taken more seri-
ously in secondary schools, and that EMP teachers need 
the institutional support to devise and organise their les-
sons as effectively as possible.
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