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Increasing numbers of foreign students are coming to the United
States for university-level studies. Most go on to professional
careers where English is needed for sophisticated and complex
uses. Unfortunately, these students and professionals seldom re-
ceive English language training adequate for this purpose, either in
school or on the job. Using engineering as a case in point, this
article argues that there is a growing need for professionally
oriented ESL instruction in American colleges, universities, and
companies. Such instruction should combine aspects of both ESL
and ESP in what is here called “generalized ESP.” Two illustrations
of this approach—technical communication courses for university
students and troubleshooting for technical professionals—are dis-
cussed.

Since World War II, increasing numbers of foreign students (FSs)
have been coming to the United States to pursue university studies.
FS enrollments during this time have grown at an average annual
rate of more than 10%; at last count (1982-83), it stood at 336,990
(Scully 1983). The American Council of Education’s (ACE) Com-
mittee on Foreign Students and International Policy, as recently as
two years ago, predicted enrollments of more than one million FSs
in American colleges and universities by the early 1990s (Scully
1981). Although the rate of enrollment has slowed since then, it still
appears likely that the one million mark will be reached before the
turn of the century.

Most of these students have studied English for many years and
have received satisfactory scores on the TOEFL, Michigan Test, or
some other test of English proficiency. Nevertheless, their English is
often quite weak, especially in the productive skills. Most FSa are
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aware of this, of course, and genuinely desire to work on their
English. Indeed, according to many students we have spoken with
and according to several informal surveys we have seen, one of the
principal reasons FSs give for coming to the United States in the first
place is the opportunity it presents for improving their English. This
being the case, one might expect that FSs would sign up in large
numbers for ESL courses. The fact is, however, that relatively few
of them do. Only about 4% of the 336,990 FSs presently in the United
States are enrolled in intensive English courses (Scully 1983), and
probably even fewer are taking non-intensive courses.

Although academic advisers and FSs themselves usually cite
monetary and time constraints as reasons for such low ESL enroll-
ments, the real reason seems to be that most FSs simply do not need
to take any ESL courses, at least not for academic survival. In many
academic disciplines, especially the more technical ones, FSs can get
by with relatively meager English language skills. We have encoun-
tered many FSs at some of the country’s best engineering schools,
for example, who have had great difficulty expressing themselves
either in speech or in writing, yet who have been passing all of their
technical courses without difficulty. Their respective skills, in par-
ticular lecture comprehension and reading, although not well devel-
oped, have been sufficient to get them through. And their academic
program advisers, knowing this to be the case, have done little to
encourage them to work on their English.

But what happens to these students after they receive their
diplomas and start out on their careers? If they go on to work in an
English-speaking organization, as many do, they will be expected to
display a solid command of English on the job. Good communica-
tion skills are virtually essential for success in any organization, even
in highly technical fields. Professional employees who cannot com-
municate effectively will almost certainly find their careers seriously
handicapped. Thus, FSs at American universities should be encour-
aged to work on their English not just because it is the medium of
instruction but also because it will be the medium of communication
if they go to work for an English-speaking company. A level of
English proficiency that is good enough for coursework may well
not be good enough for professional work.

The purpose of this article is threefold: 1) to argue that more and
more FSs and non-native English-speaking (NNS) professionals in
the United States will be needing ESL instruction at advanced
levels, 2) to demonstrate that for many such learners this instruction
should be professionally oriented, and 3) to suggest some ways in
which this might be accomplished, both in American universities
and in American companies. To illustrate these points, we will focus
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on the single largest subgroup of FSs and NNS professionals in the
United States—those in engineering.

HIGH FOREIGN ENROLLMENTS IN TECHNICAL CURRICULA

As shown in Table 1, the largest numbers of foreign students in the
United States—more than 50% of the total declaring majors—are
studying science and technology (Institute for International Educa-
tion 1978, 1980, 1982, 1984). This has been true for a number of
years. More importantly, the number of foreign-born science and
technology students is rising rapidly, from about 120,630 in 1976-77
to 178,120 in 1982-83. 1 At this rate, it should rise to more than a
quarter of a million by the early 1990s.

The single most popular field of study for FSs in the United States
is, and always has been, engineering. In 1982-83 (as can be seen in
Table 1), 79,750 FSs were studying engineering or some engineering-
related field. In 1980-81. the most recent year for which data is
available, foreign enrollment in American engineering graduate

1 These figures represent the totals for the following categories: engineering, natural and life
sciences, math and computer science, social sciences, health professions, and agriculture.
No doubt many other science and technology students can be found in other fields, but we
have not included these.

PROFESSIONALLY ORIENTED ESL INSTRUCTION 275



programs was 35.5% overall, with the percentage of foreign Ph.D.
candidates rising to 44.8% (Geils 1982) and the percentage of foreign
students receiving engineering doctorates rising to 50% (TESOL
Newsletter 1983). At the University of Michigan’s College of Engi-
neering, FSs presently comprise more than 50% of the total graduate
enrollment and are expected to increase in number for at least the
next few years. Indeed, with the economies of the world becoming
more and more technological and at the same time increasingly
interdependent, there is good reason to believe that FS enrollments
at every American school of engineering will continue to rise
noticeably. Richard Berendzen, Chairman of the ACE Committee
on Foreign Students and International Policy, has stated that “by the
end of the century 40-50% of all students in the U.S. in some high-
technology subjects will be from foreign lands” (U.S. News& World
Report, October 5, 1981).

EXTENSIVE USE OF ENGLISH
AMONG NNS TECHNICAL PROFESSIONALS

Although it is difficult to find comprehensive data on the subject,
our impression is that most foreign-born technical students in the
United States goon to professional careers in organizations where a
good command of English is very important, if not essential. One
major locus of such careers, of course, is the United States: in a 1978
study, the United States Labor Department found that one out of
every three FSs took jobs in the United States after graduation
(Greer 1983). In one giant American corporation we know of, two-
thirds of all of the research professionals hired in recent years have
been NNSs educated at American universities. This hiring pattern
should come as no surprise, since more and more American compa-
nies are recruiting technical graduates at the masters and doctoral
levels and, as we indicated above, about half of such graduates are
foreign-born.

As for the many foreign students who return home after studying
in the United States, they too will probably need to use English
reasonably frequently and with some sophistication. Since English is
increasingly becoming the international language of science and
technology, most technical professionals around the world need to
know it, at least to some extent. Consider Japan, for example.
Dwight Stevenson, a colleague who has done extensive consulting in
Japan, has this to say about the use of English by technical
professionals there:

I found that in Japanese industries, English technical discourse is remark-
ably common—it is in fact the basic technical language. Engineers,

276 TESOL QUARTERLY



technicians, managers routinely communicate among themselves as well
as with the outside world in written technical English. Engineers
working at Sony Corporation, for example, write monthly progress
reports in English. Instructions, manuals, feasibility studies, specifica-
tions, test reports, and technical articles are written in English even when
they are not intended for circulation in English-speaking countries. [A
sampled group of approximately seventy] on-the-job engineers and
managers working in Japanese corporations . . . write, on the average,
one document in English every second or third day. Many of them write
in English much more than that. Of this same group of seventy, I asked
“In what language do you usually write?” They answered: In English
only, 44%; in Japanese only, 22%; in both, 34% (Stevenson, in press).

Stevenson concludes that “English is used by technical professionals
in Japan with astonishing frequency and in a remarkable variety of
technical communication situations” (Stevenson, in press).

COMMUNICATION SKILLS REQUIRED
OF TECHNICAL PROFESSIONALS

If large numbers of FSs in the United States will ultimately be
using English primarily for technical/professional purposes, then
teachers of these students—especially university-level ESL teach-
ers—should have a clear idea of what kinds of English they are likely
to need. The purpose of this section, therefore, is to paint a general
picture of these needs. Although this picture is based on studies
which have considered mainly native speakers (NSs) exclusively in
American contexts, we feel that it depicts reasonably well the way
communication takes place within any modern technological organi-
zation.

Technical professionals are fundamentally problem solvers. They
are trained in school and ultimately hired into a job to solve
technical problems. But technical problems in the real world, unlike
those in the academic world, do not exist in isolation. Rather, they
are invariably part of some broader organizational problem. Techni-
cal professionals who work in large, complex organizations must
understand this larger context. Whatever solutions they propose for
technical problems must be consonant with solutions proposed for
broader organizational problems. This requires that technical pro-
fessionals communicate regularly with various people from various
backgrounds for various purposes. In particular, they must often
translate their technical knowledge into forms that can be under-
stood by corporate executives, sales personnel, customers, and other
non-technical people. If they aspire to move up the ladder into
management, as many do, it becomes all the more important that
they be able to communicate easily with a range of people. Indeed,
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it is safe to say that no employees of an organization, no matter how
technically brilliant they might be, will be given managerial respon-
sibility without first demonstrating good communication skills.
Since most technical students plan to work for some organization
after graduation, many of them ultimately at some management
level, it makes sense to acquaint them with these facts while they are
still in school and indeed to use these facts for pedagogical purposes,
as we shall suggest later.

Figure 1 depicts schematically how technical professionals are
expected to function as communicators within organizations. Before
they can solve a given problem, they must first understand the
broader nature of the problem as the organization sees it—how it
bears on the organization’s goals and how it is affected by constraints
the organization is operating under. This represents a major depar-
ture from the kind of problem solving that they are trained to do in
school, where technical problems are neatly defined and the non-
technical complicating factors are minimized or eliminated alto-
gether. And the difficulty is compounded for many NNS technical
professionals by the fact that these non-technical concerns are often
not spelled out in any formal written description but are instead
expressed indirectly in briefings or impromptu meetings, in conver-
sation, over the telephone, or in informal written memos or notes.
Technical professionals need to know enough general (non-techni-
cal) English to understand such accounts of organizational problems,
even when they are presented in colloquial or highly elliptical
language.

Once technical professionals actually become engaged in a techni-
cal investigation, they initiate their technical problem solving by
gathering appropriate information. This is usually not done as
systematically as one might suppose. A large National Science
Foundation research project, which surveyed 15,000 practicing
engineers in industry and government, found that the large majority
of these engineers gathered technical information via “corridor
communication,” that is, via very informal and local channels
(Shuchman 1981). Instead of using the company’s computerized
data base or technical library, these engineers talked to colleagues,
supervisors, and company “know-it-alIs,” often in informal settings
such as during coffee breaks or over lunch. Such conversations may
have considerable technical content, but they also contain a good
deal of ordinary conversational English. So here too, even in the
heart of the professional’s technical work, arises the need to know
general idiomatic English and to use it effectively in a social setting.

When the technical investigation is concluded, the professional
is expected to communicate the results of the investigation to
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appropriate audiences, who can then initiate appropriate actions to
solve the organizational problem. Such reporting is usually done in
writing (although it is also often supplemented by an oral presenta-
tion of some kind), and it occurs frequently. Indeed, one recent
survey of 109 college-educated technical and professional employees
found that they devoted fully 29% of their work time, on the average,
to writing (Faigley and Miller 1982:560).

The audiences these writers write for, as noted, for example, by
Mathes and Stevenson (1976) and by Odell, Goswami, Herrington,
and Quick (1983), are not at all like audiences students are accus-
tomed to in school. In school settings, the audience usually consists
of one reader (the teacher) whom the writer knows relatively well.
This reader usually reads carefully, trying hard to figure out what
the writer is saying and has learned in order to assign a fair grade.
This reader usually reads the entire assignment, is usually interested
in the subject, usually knows more about the subject than the writer,
and often can fill in missing information or see where an unclear
argument is going. Since the purpose of school writing is to display
knowledge (rather than to inform), the teacher/reader usually looks
at every detail to see if there is evidence of such knowledge.

In contrast, the technical professional in a real world setting has a
far more complex audience to deal with. First, this real world

“audience often includes many people with different backgrounds
and with different, even conflicting, needs. Thus, it is not feasible to
have just one reader in mind when preparing a report. Second, real
world audiences frequently have little knowledge of or interest in a
communicator’s subject and often pay attention to only parts of a
report. Some audiences, on the other hand, include experts in the
field who have great interest in the subject and are likely to study the
report in detail. Third, whereas academic audiences often want to
see as many supporting details as possible, a real world audience is
often more interested in generalizations. In fact, some audiences do
not want details at all, since details just confuse their grasp of the
subject, Finally, as demonstrated by Mintzberg (1973), most real
world audiences, especially middle- and high-level managers—the
most important audiences, read and listen under the worst possible
conditions: they have many pressing things on their minds, they are
constantly interrupted, and they must read quickly just to get
through their mail each day.

To deal with such audiences, technical professionals must learn to
use effective rhetorical strategies. They must present not only the
results of their investigations but also their interpretation of these
results as they pertain to the organizational problem, and especially
their recommendations for future action. Often such interpretations
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and recommendations are not straightforward but rather depend on
compromises and trade-offs which require careful explanation.
Thus, technical professionals should be prepared to produce com-
plex arguments involving multiple conditions and qualifications
and, depending on their audience, to do so in either technical or
non-technical language. Furthermore, they should be prepared to
present this information orally as well as in writing. Oral communi-
cation is often faster than written communication, and it facilitates
immediate feedback and clarification. Consequently, as noted, for
example, in Schiff (1980), much important communication in indus-
try is carried on through conversations and small-group discussions.

In short, technical professionals should be able to formulate sound
arguments, produce appropriate generalizations, emphasize main
points—and do so concisely, yet clearly, in both writing and speech.
Given all of these demands which are placed on the technical
professional as a communicator, it comes as no surprise to find 1)
that technical professionals need to have a large variety of high-level
communication skills, 2) that their ability to communicate is critically
important to job success, and 3) that even many native English-
speaking American technical professionals lack adequate communi-
cation skills.

For example, a survey of 4,057 practicing engineers ranked the
importance of academic subjects most needed for job success. The
results, given in Table 2, show that communication skills rank above
any other type of skill, capturing 5 of the 9 “most-needed” categories
(Middendorf 1980). These include technical writing (2), public
speaking (4), working with individuals (6), working with groups (7),
and talking with people (9). In contrast, technical skills ranked
toward the bottom of the list.

A second recent survey of 367 practicing engineers ranks the types
of communication skills needed on the job and ranks them on a scale
of 1 to 7, where 1 means “least important” and 7 means “most
important” (Schiff 1980). The results, presented in Table 3, show
clearly that:

1. technical professionals should develop strong speaking and writ-
ing skills

2. technical professionals should learn to communicate in a wide
variety of forms

3. technical professionals should learn to communicate complex
technical concepts to non-technical as well as to technical people.

A third survey (Kimel and Monsees 1979) asked practicing engi-
neers to rate the importance of different areas of competence for
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professional practice in their particular field of engineering. The
same engineers were then asked how they judged the capabilities of
recent college graduates in those areas. The most important area of
competence turned out to be writing and speaking. Unfortunately, it
was also the area in which recent graduates were felt to be least
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skilled. For example, in the civil engineering poll (Table 4), 223 out
of 232 professional civil engineers rated writing and speaking as
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either “most important” or “important” to civil engineering prac-
tice—a higher rating than any of the more technical areas of compe-
tence, such as structural analysis and design or soil mechanics and
foundation. Yet, an overwhelming majority of these respondents
(142 of 218) felt that recent civil engineering graduates were inferior
in their writing and speaking abilities.

A more specific indication of where technical professionals are
felt to be weak in their communication skills is provided in two
surveys, by Macintosh (1967) and by Davis (1977). Macintosh asked
182 senior managers in science and industry to express their com-
plaints about the technical writing they read; Davis asked 245
distinguished engineers, whose names were drawn at random from
Engineers of Distinction (the equivalent of “Who’s Who” in engineer-
ing), to suggest topics that should be included in a technical writing
course. The respondents to these surveys—all from real world
industrial or governmental settings—felt that technical professionals
often lack the general vocabulary and stylistic skills needed to
produce clear, concise sentences; that they often fail to analyze the
situation, uses, and audiences for a given piece of writing and thus
fail to address some of the most important issues involved; that they
often cannot organize their writing so as to give proper emphasis to
main points; and that they often do not make clear the step-by-step
logical reasoning and coherence that non-specialists need in order to
understand various explanations and arguments (see Table 5 for the
Davis data). Although these two surveys looked only at writing, we
have found that technical professionals have similar problems with
oral communication.

IMPLEMENTING PROFESSIONALLY ORIENTED ESL

What is the common thread running through all of these com-
plaints? It is the widespread inability of technical professionals—NSs
and NNSs alike—to communicate with people outside their field of
specialization. Such non-specialists are included in many of the most
important audiences a technical professional has: company execu-
tives, customers, managers, government officials, even some col-
leagues or supervisors. Yet technical professionals seldom get much
training in how to deal with such audiences, either in school or on
the job.

The problem is of course compounded for NNSs, who have a
narrower range of linguistic and sociolinguistic resources to draw on
(in English) than do NSs. They could remedy some of these
shortcomings by taking general ESL courses, but most FSs—espe-
cially those in technical fields—fail to perceive the relevance of
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general ESL to either their academic or their professional careers
and thus avoid taking these courses. Courses in English for Special
Purposes (ESP) appeal more directly to students’ interests, but they
typically concentrate on lecture comprehension, note taking, using
the library, writing examination papers, and other study skills which
are of little value in the more complex world of professional work.

The solution to this problem, we feel, lies in a generalized form of
ESP instruction which we will call professionally oriented ESL.
Professionally oriented ESL, when taught to students who are
already in,. or soon to be engaged in, professional careers, directly
addresses a specific, perceived need, As such, it qualifies as ESP and
carries the motivating power that all ESP courses, in principle, have.
But it is broader than traditional ESP instruction, focusing as it does
on features of general English and general communication. It can be
used to organize a formal class, bringing together students from a
cluster of related disciplines—different fields of engineering, for
example—and giving them training in communicating across those
disciplines. Or it can be used for one-on-one tutoring, allowing the
instructor to comfortably play a non-specialist’s (i.e., “managerial”)
role with regard to the content of the communication, but a
specialist’s role with regard to its form.

There are two obvious clienteles for such instruction: 1) students
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soon to graduate from the university and begin a professional
career, and 2) professionals already engaged in a career.

Technical Communication Courses for University Students

Professionally oriented ESL fits very well into technical com-
munication courses offered to senior undergraduate and graduate
students soon to enter the job market.2 The express purpose of such
courses is to train students to be effective communicators as
technical professionals. This “real world” focus makes these courses
quite unlike most university courses and helps explain why many
students who are nearing graduation freely elect to take them. In
fact, technical communication courses are rapidly increasing in
popularity, from enrollments of 25,000 students nationwide in 1968
to over a quarter million in 1982 (Houp and Pears all 1984), and are
now commonplace at American colleges and universities.

Technical communication courses typically address “the kinds of
communication problems described above. They teach, speaking
and writing skills, including vocabulary, style, rhetoric, organization,
argumentation, audience analysis, and mechanics. They acquaint
students with a wide variety of written and spoken genres: reports,
memos, proposals, letters, journal articles, instructions, briefings, the
use of visual aids, and so on. Most importantly, by drawing together
students from different disciplines and having them communicate
with each other, these courses teach students how to communicate
complex technical concepts to non-specialist readers and listeners.

This instruction is at least as useful for NNSs as it is for NSs, but it
must be presented in a form that takes the NNSs’ special linguistic
and cultural problems into consideration. Unfortunately, the vast
majority of technical communication instructors that we have met
over the years do not have any ESL training or teaching experience
and simply do not know how to deal with such problems. In such
circumstances, the NNS often feels intimidated, unable to compete
with the NSs in the class. On the other hand, it has been our
experience that when the technical communication teacher is able to
take into account the special problems that NNSs have and is able to
give them the help that they need, they usually respond enthusiasti-
cally and sometimes even outperform the NS students.

Thus, technical communication courses present good opportuni-
ties for ESL teachers to practice professionally oriented ESL.
Unfortunately, most ESL teachers of our acquaintance feel quite
reluctant to step into a technical communication classroom. They

2 These have traditionally been called “technical writing” courses, but the name is a misnomer
because oral presentations, group discussions, and other forms of oral communication are
now an important part of most of these courses.
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seem to fear that without specific technical training they will not be
able to understand what it is that their students are trying to
communicate to them. One of us (Huckin), coming from a liberal
arts background, recalls feeling the same way when he first started
out. But it is important to bear in mind that, as in the real world, the
burden is really on the specialist (i.e., the student, in this case) to
make his or her information comprehensible to the non-specialist.
The technical communication teacher, like the corporate executive,
does not have to have much technical knowledge.3 Furthermore,
one discovers that even in a class made up entirely of technical
students, these students may represent many different fields of
study and may have almost as much trouble communicating with
each other as they do with the teacher. In this respect, the teacher is
not much more isolated than any one student. Finally, it is a
common experience in technical communication courses that every-
one “teaches” everyone else, including the students teaching the
teacher. Indeed, this is part of the pleasure of teaching such courses.
Unlike most academic courses, each student in a technical communi-
cation course has specialized knowledge that the teacher, and other
students in the class, do not have, And, in such cases, the student
takes great pride in playing teacher, This change in roles is beneficial
in many ways: it gives practice in genuine communication, it
enhances class dynamics, and, last but not least, the knowledge that
is passed on does “rub off.” In fact, we have probably learned more
about engineering from our students over the years than from any
other source.

Thus, teaching technical communication courses should not bean
intimidating prospect for ESL teachers, especially if they have the
opportunity to first get some training. Teacher-training programs
can be found around the country, mainly in the form of one- or
two-week summer workshops or seminars. Although most are not
designed specifically for ESL teachers, they nonetheless welcome
ESL teachers and are devoting more and more attention to tech-
niques for teaching NNSs. Training can also be accomplished in a
less formal way by offering one’s services as an ESL aide to a regular
technical communication teacher, This approach gives the ESL
teacher valuable on-the-job experience and at the same time benefits
the teacher and the NNSs in the class.

Of course, technical communication courses vary greatly in qual-
ity and effectiveness. The better ones all follow a communicative

3 This is not to say, of course, that technical communication teachers would not benefit from
having a basic conceptual knowledge of the methodologies used in the disciplines in which
their students specialize, just that it does not have to be a deep, detailed knowledge.
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approach by engaging the students in simulated “real world”
activities of some sort. As argued in Taylor (1983), for example, such
an approach promotes student motivation and learning and also
facilitates practice of the four language skills. Setting up such a
course is relatively easy when the students are senior undergraduates
or graduate students (or working professionals), since such students
can be asked to simulate or reconstruct communicative situations
from their own real world experience with summer jobs or intern-
ships, and then do writing and speaking assignments based on these
situations. This works reasonably well with American students, but
sometimes not so well with foreign students. Because of visa
restrictions in the United States and sociocultural patterns in their
home countries, foreign students even at the graduate level some-
times have had no working experience outside the university.

For these reasons, a more elaborated version of this approach
usually works better, namely, the case method (see, for example,
Barton and Barton [1981], Flower [1981], and Piotrowski [1982] and
the references cited therein). The case method creates a realistic
microworld in which students can assume simulated identities and
interact in genuine communication. An instructor who is willing to
invest the necessary time and energy can use case studies to create
an entire simulated company within which each student is assigned a
role, preferably a role which allows them to draw on their technical
training; the instructor, meanwhile, can comfortably assume a non-
specialist, managerial role. Students are given tasks (or encouraged
to generate tasks of their own) which require them to exchange
memos, letters, phone calls; to submit project proposals and progress
reports; to give briefings and formal oral presentations; to have
committee meetings; to work together on long-term writing projects.
As in the real world, much of this communication should be cast in a
form which is understandable to non-specialists, including not only
the manager (instructor) but also the other students in the class who
happen not to be in the same discipline. For help in learning how to
do this, and also in learning the genre conventions associated with
these activities, students can refer to an appropriate technical
communication handbook (for example, Houp and Pearsall 1984,
Lannon 1982, or Olsen and Huckin 1983 for NSs; Huckin and Olsen
1983 for NNSs). The instructor, in addition to playing a managerial
role, can play an editor’s role and can enjoy being “on the student’s
side” as a helpful consultant rather than being the traditional
lecturer, taskmaster, and grader.
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Troubleshooting for Technical Professionals

Industry is another natural site for professionally oriented ESL. As
noted earlier, there are many NNS technical professionals in Ameri-
can companies. Unlike students, industry professionals know how
important communication skills are to career success. They are often
aware of their language problems and are eager to remedy them.
But they generally do not want a standard university-style course in
either technical communication or ESL. As Pearson (1983) points
out, industry professionals have highly specific learning objectives
compared to university students. Instead of a global approach, these
learners typically prefer specific remedies for specific problems,
ranging from communication tasks (e. g., how to initiate a telephone
conversation, how to give an oral presentation, how to write
business letters) to points of grammar and pronunciation (e.g., how
to use articles, how to pronounce the word wheel).

The ESL specialist working in industry should therefore be a
troubleshooter, identifying communication problems and recom-
mending specific solutions. Such troubleshooting in industry can be
very satisfying for both teacher and learner because it often yields
quick results. Unfortunately, many ESL teachers are reluctant to
work with technical professionals in industry for fear of being
overwhelmed by a deluge of technical concepts and terms. While it
is true that technical professionals are more knowledgeable about
their field than students are, their communication problems do not
arise within their field so much as outside of it. In other words, they
are more likely to have trouble with English pronunciation, idiomatic
usage, conversational pragmatics, and spelling than they are with
the technical language of their specialty. They are more likely to
have trouble communicating with non-specialists than with fellow
specialists. In short, what they are most likely to need from the
English teacher is help with aspects of general English.

The best teaching approach to take with such students, in our
experience, is a highly individualized one. Working professionals are
very impatient with any instruction which is not of direct help to
them and, as Pearson (1983) points out, they have a more delicate
self-image. Individualized instruction (e.g., one-on-one tutoring)
addresses” these two problems most effectively so long as the
instructor takes a “reactive” stance and avoids dominating the
teacher-student relationship. Students should be encouraged to
identify and diagnose their own communication problems, and they
should be allowed to select their own “class texts” (their own written
reports or oral presentations, perhaps, if that is where the communi-
cation problems occur). The teacher’s role is to respond to language
problems as they arise, as in the “Conference Method,” popular in
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English composition pedagogy,4 or in the Counseling-Learning/
Community Language Learning method of Charles Curran (1976).
Computer-assisted instruction, because it is so interactive, also
promises to be useful someday in such settings. For example, if
computer programs were available that would allow users to enter
their own text into a word processor and have it immediately
critiqued for grammatical and stylistic correctness, industry profes-
sionals would make great use of them. Such programs are currently
being developed, but it may be a long time before they reach the
market in a usable form.

One of the most fruitful applications of the individualized ap-
proach with NNS technical professionals, in our experience, is with
speech problems. We have encountered many highly trained NNS
professionals in industry whose major communication problems
involved talking to or with non-technical people, both in formal and
informal settings. Like all professionals, they have to engage in all of
the oral communication activities discussed earlier (and included in
Table 3). They have to make themselves understood on the spot
without help from anyone else, and this makes whatever speech
problems they have very noticeable (writing problems, by contrast,
although they abound among NNS technical professionals, can
sometimes be covered up by extra editing). One of us (Huckin) has
long been working as a speech consultant for NNS research scientists
and engineers in one of the largest corporations in the United States.
These professionals must give frequent oral presentations and
briefings to managerial audiences, yet many of them—despite
having lived in the United States for ten years or more—have serious
problems with segmental pronunciation, intonation, speech rhythm,
idiomatic usage, turn taking, paraphrasing, and other aspects of oral
communication. After several false starts involving conventional
language lab tapes and small classes, it was found that only
intensive, personal, one-on-one tutoring worked.

CONCLUSION

The approach described above is grounded in the assumption that
students learn best when they are most motivated to do so. Their
motivation is highest, we feel, when they perceive the learning to be
of great usefulness to them, especially in the near future. Although
many FSs in the United States still have years of schooling ahead of
them and therefore want help only with academic skills (mainly

4 Dawe and Dornan (1981) describes this approach in detail; although written for NSs, it can
be adapted to ESL uses. (Editor’s Note: Melanie Schneider’s review of this text [TESOL
Qsrarterly, Volume 17, Number 3, September 1983] evaluates it from an ESL perspective.)
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reading and listening), many other FSs are close to graduating and
are therefore more concerned with developing real world communi-
cation skills, especially the productive skills of speaking and writing.
These FSs, as well as NNS professionals already employed, are
professionally oriented; accordingly, they should be given profes-
sionally oriented ESL instruction.

The approach we propose is clearly a type of ESP instruction,
tailored to the needs and interests of a particular group of users. In
the case at hand, we have focused on engineers and have described
two applications—ESL-augmented technical communication courses
for university students and individualized troubleshooting for indus-
try professionals—that we feeI are particularly suitable for this
group. But this should not obscure the fact that what we are
advocating is a “generalized” form of ESP, unlike the more narrowly
defined ESP normally associated with courses in English for Aca-
demic Purposes or study skills. Just as real world, professional
communication is more wide-ranging and “general” than academic
communication, ESL instruction for professionally oriented students
should also be wide-ranging and “general”: it should help students
develop a broad repertoire of language skills in order to be able to
communicate with a broad range of audiences.5 This approach, of
course, will not appeal to everyone; in particular, it will probably
not appeal to students who are years away from graduation (e. g., in
intensive courses or in EAP courses). However, for career-oriented
foreign students and professionals-who comprise a significant yet
generally overlooked segment of the NNS population in the United
States, we have found that it is more motivating and more useful
than the standard approaches currently being used in most ESL or
ESP programs.
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