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Abstract

This article sets out to review English for specific purposes

(ESP) as a discipline and its conceptual and scholarly con-

nections with the world Englishes (WE) approach English

worldwide. This is done partly through a detailed literature

review of articles on ESP in the Asian and European regions,

taken from the journal English for Specific Purposes, identify-

ing which countries and topics are most frequently repre-

sented in this leading publication. The later sections of the

article go on to explore the disciplinary interface between

ESP and world Englishes, with reference to the potential

contributions of both disciplines to research on areas of

shared interest, including English-medium instruction (EMI)

worldwide.

1 INTRODUCTION

Approaches to research and pedagogy in the field of English for specific purposes (ESP) developed from the 1970s

onwards in response to the growing spread of English, and the resulting need to deliver English language teaching

worldwide to enable students and professionals to communicate in both local and global contexts. One important sub-

field of ESP has been that of English for academic purposes (EAP), which focuses on the teaching of academic literacy

to diverse groups of language learners/usersworldwide. ESP and EAP sharemany pedagogical and empirical interests,

though ‘specific purpose’ typically entails privileging communication, comprehensibility, andmeaning over thedidactic

aim of encouraging a ‘native-like’ linguistic competence in a particular language variety. Notwithstanding the potential

similarities and differences between ESP and EAP, an understanding of what is ‘acceptable’ English in both domains

of study is shaped by local and global variables and influences, such as, for example, the particular needs of Danish
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university students, or Italian speakers of English pursuing a career in business administration, orHongKongengineer-

ing students, or Taiwanese nurses. The task of researching the use of English in such academic and professional fields is

a key focus of another important strand of ESP research, that is genre analysis. Scholars working in genre analysis, like

ESP and EAP researchers, frequently confront the task of understanding the communicative and cultural differences

within and across regions and spaces simultaneously impacted by local and global forces. Genre analysis explores the

relationship of key text types across diverse areas of language use, whether in academia, business, government, law,

and numerous other domains.

ESP today is a diverse and expansive field of study, and one that is open to examination fromaworld Englishes (WE)

perspective. The latter perspective, of course, has a long history of examining English through both a local and global

lens, as well as for specific and academic purposes. AWE perspective is thus well-positioned to take stock of how ESP,

as a field of study, has evolvedover recent decades.Here, it is interesting to comparehowESP is operationalized across

a range of communicative and geographical contexts, where the global spread of English necessitates an audit of the

‘E’ in the ESP acronym. In this article, we set out to provide an extensive review of the literature on ESPwith reference

to three broad issues: (i) research on ESP from a regional perspective, with particular reference to Asia and Europe; (ii)

an examination of how ESP is defined and operationalized in these regions; and (iii) to investigate the extent to which

ESP programs acknowledged the localized sociolinguistic realities of particular settings. Our review of the literature

is also informed by our own direct experience of the implementation of ESP programs at various Asian and European

universities.

2 ESP AS A DISCIPLINE

The origins of ESP as a discipline or sub-discipline in applied linguistics and English language studies have been

traced back to the 1960s (Swales, 1988; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013). In the 1970s, ESP began to develop as a distinct

area of activity. At this time, there was a growing demand for English language teaching programs throughout the

world, particularly in the Middle East and former British colonies, where the British Council was active in providing

expertise (Johns, 2013). Partly in response to this, various British universities including Edinburgh, Lancaster, and

Reading began to provide courses in ESP to students of applied linguistics informed by such innovative approaches

to curriculum design as Wilkins’ (1976) Notional syllabuses and Munby’s (1978) Communicative syllabus design. The

essential argument from the advocates of ESP was that English language teaching internationally was poorly served

by traditional literature-based or ‘general English’ programs, and neededmore exactly designed curricula to meet the

needs of specific learners, for example,military personnel in theMiddle East, trainee doctors fromAfrica, or university

teachers in Asia.

Today, ESP is firmly established as an important area of applied linguistics and English language studies, and

research in this area has a strong following among educationalists, linguists, and language teachers worldwide. One

measure of this is that the leading journal in the field English for Specific Purposes (Elsevier) is currently ranked number

one in terms of scholarly impact by Google Scholar Metrics in the category ‘English language and literature’ (Google

Scholar Metrics, 2022). In the last decade, a number of important collections of ESP research have been published,

including The handbook of English for Specific Purposes (Paltridge& Starfield, 2013), The Routledge handbook of English for

academic purposes (Hyland&Shaw, 2016), and The Routledge handbook of language and professional communication (Bha-

tia &Bremner, 2017). The coverage given toworld Englishes perspectives in these studies has varied greatly, however.

For example, in a study byPaltridge and Starfield (2013), key areas of ESP research includeEAP, English for science and

technology, English in the workplace, business English, legal English, aviation English, English for medical purposes,

English for nursing, thesis and dissertation writing, and English for research publication purposes. Other sections of

the volume include coverage of ‘ESP and language skills,’ ‘ESP and pedagogy,’ and ‘Research perspectives andmethod-

ologies in ESP research.’ The only chapter to engage specificallywithWEperspectives is that of Bargiela-Chiappini and

Zhang (2013), which deals with ‘Business English.’ Hyland and Shaw’s (2016) handbook on EAP provides somewhat
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more coverage of global locations, with specific chapters on EAP in multilingual societies, EAP in China, and EAP in

Latin America. The collection by Bhatia and Bremner (2017) focusesmainly on ‘approaches’ to professional communi-

cation, including theoretical and disciplinary frameworks; ‘practice’, including pedagogic and disciplinary perspectives;

‘acquisition of professional competence’; and the ‘view from the professions.’ For the most part, the collection of arti-

cles is genre-based and contains few explicit references to WE, with the exception of the chapter by Du-Babcock

(2017)whoaptly comments that ‘business communicationhas gone froma communication environment inwhichbusi-

ness people come from the same cultural background (most notably the United States) and speak the same language

(English) to focus on the present complex, globalised communication environment where English is no longer solely

spoken by native English speakers and where many different Englishes are used’ (p. 68). Notwithstanding the some-

what scanty coverage of WE-related variation in these prestigious benchmark studies, it is our view that the broad

issue of regional variation in relation to ESP deserves closer scrutiny, and that a world Englishes perspective hasmuch

to offer in this regard.

3 WORLD ENGLISHES PERSPECTIVES ON ESP

3.1 World Englishes as a discipline

Scholarship on world Englishes dates from the late 1970s, and a great deal to such pioneers in this field as Profes-

sors Braj B. Kachru, Yamuna Kachru, and Larry Smith. It was Braj Kachru and Larry Smith’s founding of the World

Englishes journal in 1985 that has resulted in the pluralization of ‘Englishes’ within the international academic com-

munity, and beyond. Their contribution to the field is through their pioneering scholarship, theWorld Englishes journal,

and their foundationalwork inmoving English studies away fromamonolingualworld view (committed to a distinction

between first language (L1) and second language (L2) varieties, and ‘native’ versus ‘non-native’ Englishes). Since then,

the Kachruvian model of the Three Circles of English, has proved immensely influential in contributing to a paradigm

shift in English studies. For Kachru, the traditional distinction between English as a native language (ENL), English as a

second language (ESL), and English as a foreign language (EFL) was negatively loaded, and he instead proposed a dias-

poric model that distinguished between Inner Circle societies, such as the United Kingdom, United States, Canada,

Australia, and New Zealand; Outer Circle post-colonial regions and countries, such as the Caribbean, East, West and

South Africa, India, the Philippines, and Singapore; and Expanding Circle societies such as Brazil, China, Germany, and

Japan (Kachru, 1976, 1985, 1992). Although the Kachruvian approach has sometimes been misrepresented as sim-

ply advocating the study of national or regional varieties of English, the contribution of Braj Kachru to the field has

been immense, not least in its promotion of an open-ended and diverse perspective on the field and contribution

to such diverse areas as code-mixing and code-switching, discourse analysis, literary creativity, multilingualism and

multiculturalism, the politics of language, and sociolinguistic research.

Since the 1980s, the field of world Englishes has developed enormously, and world Englishes studies are now

part of the curricula of many of the world’s universities. At the level of theory, there have been a number of other

contributions, including those of Schneider (2007), Mesthrie and Bhatt (2008), and Mair (2013), although these

have clearly built on the Kachruvian foundations in the field. Today, the field of world Englishes, in the widest

sense, comprises a diverse range of approaches, including applied linguistics, corpus linguistics, critical linguistics,

cultural linguistics, English as a lingua franca (ELF), English as an international language (EIL), bilingualism schol-

arship, lexicographical studies, pidgin and creole studies, and varieties of English. The diversity of the field is also

reflected in the wide range of articles published in the World Englishes journal, and in the conferences of the Inter-

national Association for World Englishes (IAWE), which are regularly held in many different countries around the

world Bolton (2018a), (2018b), (2019), (2021).
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3.2 World Englishes and ESP

Kachru himselfwrote on ‘ESP andnon-native varieties of English’ in 1988,where he noted that (at the time) ESP teach-

ing materials were very much biased towards ‘native’ interactional encounters, native register-types, native speech

functions, and native pragmatic settings (Webster, 2015, p. 204). Later, Kachru went on to argue that the diversifica-

tion and spread of world Englishes had made it imperative to approach ESP ‘from a realistic perspective of current

world uses of English’ (p. 211). He then commented that the notion of ‘legal English’ in ESP, along with the discourses

and activities associated with it, was typically coupled with an idealized notion of what this variety is, often at odds

with the sociolinguistic realities of actual language use:

Whenwe talk of legal English and the discoursal and other strategies associatedwith it, we seem to use

an idealized notion of ‘legal English’: In reality the situation is different. In South Asia, legal English has

localized subvarieties whichmay be distinguished in terms of the hierarchy of courts [. . . ] At each level,

a specific type of language is used with its characteristic lexicalization and other features. An idealized

variety of legal English does not guarantee pragmatic success, nor does research on the legal English of

the United States or the United Kingdom provide useful insights for understanding the legal Englishes

of South Asia, Southeast Asia, orWest Africa. (Kachru, 1988, inWebster, 2015, p. 211)

What Kachru says here about legal language can obviously apply to many other text types of ESP, including English

for academic purposes, business communication, and English in the workplace. It is of particular importance when

considering norms of spoken communication, including the acceptability and even desirability of locally accented

speech (in many Outer Circle countries, for example), as well as pragmatic norms of communication with reference

to such notions as face and politeness in different societies worldwide. It would also apply to various genres of writ-

ten communication as well, as these also tend to vary (though arguably less so than spoken genres) in many societies

worldwide.

One leading authority in the field of ESP who has discussed the connections between ESP and world Englishes in a

number of articles over the past few decades is Vijay Bhatia. Bhatia’s (1991) article on ‘A genre-based approached

to EAP materials’ drew on authentic data collected in Singapore to analyze business letters as a distinct genre

of ESP. In this study, Bhatia emphasized the importance of the contextual situation, including the writer, the soci-

etal context, the network of surrounding texts, as well as the importance of the topic, subject, and extratextual

reality. He also highlighted that in certain types of letters, localized cultural practices often applied, including in

Singapore, the move of offering incentives (discounts, rebates, and so on) in promotional business letters. Finally,

Bhatia noted that a locally aware genre analysis of this kind provided ‘not only a thick linguistic description but

also reveals a realistic cognitive structure associated with that genre, which ultimately allows the ESP mate-

rials designer to provide input relevant to the tactical aspect of genre-specific writing’ (Bhatia, 1991, p. 159).

In another essay, discussing professional communication worldwide, Bhatia (1997) comments that ‘it is still not

true that all interactants need to be governed by a set of uniform native standards’ and that ‘a great major-

ity of ESP learners across the globe are more likely to operate within their own native socio-cultural contexts

rather than in any English-speaking native or even non-native context’ (pp. 317–318). In a later article, Bhatia

(2006, also 2020) provides an insightful exploration of such key terms in ESP as ‘genre’ and ‘style.’ For Bhatia,

genre is defined in terms of conventionalized language use:

Genre is viewed as an instance of language use in a conventionalized social setting requiring an appro-

priate response to a specific set of communicative goals of a disciplinary or social institution, and thus

giving rise to stable structural forms by imposing constraints on the use of lexico-grammatical as well

as discoursal resources. (Bhatia, 2006, p. 387)
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Bhatia states that genres rely on a combination of ‘text-external factors’ (including rhetorical context, communicative

purpose, rhetorical strategies, socio-cultural constraints), as well as ‘text-internal factors’ (such as lexico-grammatical

resources and discourse patterns). He further explains that, while ‘genre as a category is often identified predomi-

nantly in terms of text-external factors, style is generally defined in terms of text-internal factors,’ and that the main

distinction between the two is ‘the degree of attention paid to text-external or text-internal features.’ For Bhatia, gen-

res are seen as forming a continuum ranging from rather ‘conservative’ discourse forms (such as legal documents) to

more ‘liberal’ genres such as advertising copy and creative literature (2006, pp. 387–390). Here, Bhatia notes that:

Most professional and institutionalized genres are relatively on themore conservative side, and hence

are more constrained in terms of creativity and innovation, partly because there are gate-keeping

mechanisms operating in most of these socially constructed genres. (Bhatia, 2006, p. 398)

Such constraints, he adds, are particularly noticeablewithin the academicworld,wheremost academics are concerned

with publishing in international journals, and strive to write articles that conform to ‘the expectations of Anglophone

rhetorical traditions’ (p. 398, see also Bhatia, this issue). One point that emerges here in relation to ESP is that Bhatia’s

discussion of genre in this context is primarily, if not exclusively, concerned with written genres of professional and

academic discourse, rather than those of spoken communication.

3.3 ESP and EAP in the Asian and European context

Despite the rather ‘conservative’ nature (in the Bhatia, 2006 sense) of much academic and professional discourse, we

would nevertheless argue that, in practice, the delivery and implementation of EAP and ESP programs varies sub-

stantially according to the particular context worldwide. This assertion certainly tallies with the experience of both

authors of this article, who between them have a wide range of experience teaching both EAP and ESP courses at uni-

versities in Hong Kong, the United Kingdom, the United States, Denmark, Singapore, and Sweden. For example, one of

the authors served as the Head of an English-language teaching center at a leading Singapore university from 2013–

2019. During this time, the teaching center, which provided courses for around 10,000 students each year, underwent

a detailed curriculum renewal process. As part of this, the teachingmaterials for suchmajor undergraduate courses as

‘EngineeringCommunication’ and ‘ScientificCommunication’were extensively revised in order to incorporate asmany

materials of local relevance as possible. At the written level, this typically involved examples of research articles writ-

ten by local researchers, as well as authentic lab reports and research proposals. At the spoken level, this also involved

the incorporation of spoken texts relevant to the local academic community, including interviews with researchers at

the university in question.

Another example from the Asian context is provided by Hong Kong, where the same author was a co-investigator

on a government-funded project to survey the use of language in the workplace of Hong Kong in 2012 (Bacon-Shone

& Bolton, 2015). The survey covered employers and employees across five major industry sectors in Hong Kong: (i)

banking and finance, (ii) hospitality, (iii) import and export, (iv) transport and logistics, and (v) retail. The findings for

the study revealed a number of trends that were particularly related to the localised multilingual dynamics of Hong

Kong, noting that the three most important languages in the Hong Kong workplace were Cantonese, Putonghua, and

English, and that the functional load of these languages varied greatly according to context. For example, for spoken

communication inHongKong, Cantonesewas the dominant language of choice, compared to Putonghua for communi-

cating with people frommainland China, and English as the default spoken language for international communication.

Our research also found that for written communication, English was more widely used than Chinese at this time,

particularly when writing emails to customers and staff, as well as for writing internal and external reports. Another

particularly interesting finding was that while many employers stated that they expected a ‘native-like’ command of



500 BOLTON AND JENKS

Cantonese and written Chinese, this expectation did not extend to English, where their realistic requirement was for

‘effective communication’ rather than a ‘native’ proficiency in the language (Bacon-Shone & Bolton, 2015, pp. 9–11).

The European context offers similar examples of English being localized to fit unique cultural and institutional

demands and expectations. In particular, the Danish context, where one of the authors was responsible for running

a university-wide English as a medium of instruction (EMI) certification programme for all newly hired teaching staff.

The aim of the examinations was to ensure that all new teaching staff were not only competent in English at the C1

level according to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) for languages, but that they also possessed

the ability to simplify complex topics in the language for non-specialists. Such language and teaching skills were tested

by asking participants to give short 20-minute teaching demonstrations in their field. Participants came from many

countrieswithin andbeyond theEuropean region, includingChina, India,Mexico,Nigeria, and theUnitedStates. Exam-

inationswere assessed by the author, as well as by aDanish colleague from the same university with a background in a

language sciences field, and an excellent command of the English language. Although the certification programmewas

designed to establish transferable language credentials using theCEFRproficiency scale, in practice, the examinations

were treated as a highly localized test. That is, despite being an international university with staff and students from

diverse national and linguistic backgrounds, the local evaluators would often evaluate English skills through the lens

of the communicative expectations of Danish students. For example, censors would frequently overlook the phono-

logical particularities of Danish-accented teaching staff, such as the exaggeration of monophthongs, while penalizing

Italian participants for adding a schwa at the end of words. Both cases of such ’non-native’ deviation did not hinder

comprehension in any significantway, though the participantswere evaluated differently, and again, according toDan-

ish norms and expectations. This practice of localizing English to fit Danish demands and expectations also applied to

participants from the United States, the United Kingdom, and other similar regions. Participants that spoke English

as their primary L1 were not given a pass simply because of their ‘native’ linguistic backgrounds. That is, such par-

ticipants were not exempt from taking the EMI examinations and were evaluated according to Danish norms and

expectations. For instance, some American teaching staff were penalized for speaking too colloquially and quickly –

communicative practices that are commonly employed in the United States – because such styles of speech deviated

from the normative expectations of Danish students based on their previous exposure to English, most notably at high

school.

Today, the recognition of the localized instantiation of globalized genres is hardly innovative from an ESP perspec-

tive, but is often an established practice, and one which adapts the teaching of global academic communication to

the realities of the local situation. What was surprising in our review of ESP research, however, was that typically,

even today, in the ESP research literature, relatively limited space is given to the detailed consideration of the local-

ized settings of ESP practices, typically resulting in somewhat thin descriptions of the sociolinguistic settings where

these investigations take place (see below). Again, this may be related to the major focus of ESP studies on written

rather than spoken genres of ESP in the vast majority of studies internationally. Against this background, we decided

to investigate ESPpublications in the English for Specific Purposes journal in order to explore the extent towhich current

ESP studies have been able to accommodate localized (andWE-aware) perspectives, rather than simply maintaining a

focus onmore conservative and globalized genres of academic and professional communication.

4 METHODOLOGY

The methodology adopted in this article is grounded in a detailed literature review of research publications relevant

to the intersection of WE perspectives and ESP. The heuristic approach adopted here involved the detailed scrutiny

of research articles published in the journal English for Specific Purposes in relation to the specific regions of Asia and

Europe. The motivation for choosing these two regions was the belief that ESP research and publications was well-

established in these two areas, and that an examination of ESP research in these two regions would provide relevant

and useful insights into the localization of ESP practices from a WE perspective. We then proceeded to identify ESP
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research articles dealing with ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ in the ESP journal. These results were then checked in order to select

articles substantively relevant to ESP inAsian andEuropean locations, and only thosewere retained for analysis, while

articles judged to be irrelevant were discarded. Themotivation for choosing Asia and Europe as key regions for inves-

tigation was that, based on our observation of the research, these two regions were the most important locations for

ESP research and publications, outside of such Inner Circle societies as the United States, England, Australia, Canada,

and New Zealand, an observation broadly confirmed by bibliometric research (Hyland & Jiang, 2021a). These were

also regions of the world where both authors have been professionally active.

Before proceeding to the discussion of our results, it is necessary to highlight the limitations of our approach above.

In our analysis of ESP related to Asia and Europe, we concede that this is a rather limited corpus of data, drawing on

just 92 articles onAsia and 41 dealingwith Europe. In addition, our corpus draws on data fromonly one journal, English

for Specific Purposes. While this may be the leading journal in the field, it is important to note that there aremany other

international journals publishing ESP research, including suchwell-knownpublications as Ibérica, TESOLQuarterly, Sys-

tem, and the Journal of English Academic Purposes. Indeed, this current study cannot claim to be a representative review

of the literature, unlike the detailed bibliometric studies of Hyland and Jiang (2021a, 2021b).While this current study

may not have the comprehensiveness of bibliometric research of that kind, we would hope that our investigation at

least serves as a useful exploration of the interface between ESP and world Englishes, that recognizes not only the

potential (and present) contribution of ESP toWE studies but conversely that of world Englishes to ESP.

5 RESULTS (1): ARTICLES ON ESP IN ASIA FROM ENGLISH FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES

In this section,we present the analysis of a literature reviewdealingwith journal articles onESP inAsia, with particular

reference to topic and provenance.

5.1 Articles relevant to Asia (from ESPJ)

In order to scrutinize relevant articles from the journal English for Specific Purposes (ESPJ), a search was carried out on

the journal website, using a two-stage approach. First, an initial searchwas carried out using the search term ‘Asia’ and

limiting the search to a 10-year period between2011 and2021. For the purposes of this search, ‘Asia’was restricted to

Central Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and East Asia, and articles related to the Middle East, for example, were not

included. The searchwas also refined according to ‘article type,’ which identified a total of 82 articles. After examining

these articles, only 41 were considered relevant to the study of ESP in Asia. The second stage involved searching the

journal articles database, using the names of 21 Asian countries, which included both Outer Circle societies such as

India, Malaysia, Singapore, and the Philippines, as well as Expanding Circle societies such as China, Indonesia, Japan,

and SouthKorea.1 This search yielded an overall total of 497 research articles, of which 51 articles (not included in the

first search for ‘Asia’) were identified as relevant. Thesewere then compiledwith the 41 articles from the first stage of

collection to form a database with a total of 92 articles relevant to ESP in Asia. These articles were then categorized

according to topic, and the results of this are set out in Table 1.

InTable1, it canbe seen that the largest numberof articles, accounting for61per centof the totalwas forEnglish for

academic purposes (EAP), followed by business communication, with very few articles dealing with any other topics.

We also proceeded to categorize with reference to the particular country or region where the study was conducted.

The results of this analysis are set out in Table 2.

There are a number of interesting points tomake about Table 2. First and foremost, it is evident that a clearmajority

of articles dealing with Asian ESP, 64 per cent of the total, come from East Asia, that is, Hong Kong, China, and Taiwan.

Second, it is also noteworthy that the single largest category of ESP articles is accounted for by those dealingwith EAP,

with56articles; followedbybusiness communication (BC)with18articles. There aremuch smaller numbers of articles
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TABLE 1 Distribution of articles by topic (Asia)

Category of ESP article Number

English for academic purposes (EAP) 56

Business communication (BC) 18

English in the workplace (EW) 13

Medical communication (MC) 3

Legal language (LEG) 2

Total 92

TABLE 2 Distribution of articles by country/region and topic (Asia)

Topic

Country/region EAP BC EW MC LEG Total

Hong Kong 9 5 6 0 2 22

China 15 5 0 0 0 20

Taiwan 14 0 1 2 0 17

Japan 5 1 2 0 0 8

South Korea 2 3 0 0 0 5

Philippines 0 0 4 0 0 4

Malaysia 2 1 0 1 0 4

Singapore 3 1 0 0 0 4

Thailand 3 1 0 0 0 4

Vietnam 2 0 0 0 0 2

Indonesia 1 0 0 0 0 1

Sri Lanka 0 1 0 0 0 1

Total 56 18 13 3 2 92

on English in the workplace (EW), medical communication (MC), and legal language (LEG). What is also remarkable is

that, in addition to the Asian countries that are listed in Table 2, a number of societies do not make the list. These

include such keyOuter Circle nations as Bangladesh, Brunei, India, Nepal, and Pakistan, althoughwhy these countries

are omitted is unclear given that various forms of ESP are evident in these places. The only three Expanding Circle

societies absent from the list areCambodia, Laos, andMacau,whose omission, given their size and status, is somewhat

easier to understand.

5.2 EAP in the Asian context

As noted above, one of the most important findings to come out of the ESP literature based on the analysis of the

English for Specific Purposes journal was the fact that so many of the so-called ‘ESP articles’ are concerned with English

for academic purposes. Another finding was that the vast majority of the EAP articles were concerned with issues

related to Hong Kong, China, and Taiwan. We also scrutinized these articles in order to ascertain which EAP top-

ics received the most coverage. Of the 56 EAP articles in our corpus, the vast majority of these were concerned

with various forms of written communication, including, from Hong Kong, articles on research proposal writing,
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engineering communication, and dentistry reports; articles from China on vocabulary acquisition and genre analysis

for engineering students, and contrastive rhetoric; and articles from Taiwan on the linguistic features of expository

writing, master’s theses, and ‘calls for papers.’ Only 11 articles explicitly discussed spoken communication. These

included studies of public speaking and identity construction from China; the use of personal pronouns in Malaysian

university lectures; and ESP program evaluation in Taiwan. The scrutiny of both spoken and written EAP articles in

our corpus revealed that the description of particular sociolinguistic situations was typically rather limited, creating

the general impression that many of the researchers were largely concerned to focus on particular themes (such as

academicwriting, genre analysis, research grantwriting, vocabulary) from a context-free or context-reduced perspec-

tive. One was left with the impression that, in many of these studies, a great deal more might have been gained from

a much thicker sociolinguistic description of the educational and sociolinguistic dynamics of these societies (see the

discussion below in Section 8).

5.3 Business and workplace communication in the Asian context

In total, there were 18 ESP articles dealing with ‘business communication’ in the Asian context. Of these, five were

from Hong Kong, five were from China, three from South Korea, and one each were from Japan, Malaysia, Singapore,

Sri Lanka, and Thailand. The topics in this category were quite diverse, with articles fromHong Kong on business pre-

sentations and professional meetings; articles from China on annual reports in English, business students’ task-based

and persuasivewriting, and companymission statements; and articles fromSouthKorea on spoken ‘earnings calls,’ and

email communication.Other articles dealtwith communicatingwith investors in the case of Japan,welcomeaddresses

in Sri Lanka, and a case study of two Asian law students. ‘Workplace communication’ was a closely related category,

with 13 ESP articles. However, there was some indeterminacy concerning categorization here, as a number of the

workplace communication articles dealt with business communication in the context of Asian call centres. A number

of the other workplace articles focused on the teaching of language skills at university, but there were other studies,

outside academia, of engineering communication in Taiwan, construction site and domestic helper communication in

Hong Kong.

5.4 Medical communication in the Asian context

There were three articles dealing with medical communication. One article dealt with oral case presentations from

practicing doctors and surgeons inMalaysia (Khanet al., 2021),whereas theother twoarticles fromBoshe andStocker

(2015) and Lu (2018) both dealt with the provision of ESP courses for nurses in Taiwan.

5.5 Legal language in the Asian context

There were two articles dealing with legal language in Asia, and both of these concerned Hong Kong. The article

from Cheng and Cheng (2014) compared epistemic modality in the Hallidayan framework in written civil court judge-

ments taken fromHongKong and Scotland. The second article fromHafner (2013) concerned thewriting of barrister’s

opinions as the distinct form of genre authorship.
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6 RESULTS (2): ARTICLES ON ESP IN EUROPE FROM ENGLISH FOR SPECIFIC
PURPOSES

For the purposes of this study, Europe was defined as including the 27 European Union member countries, as well

as the four European Free Trade Association (EFTA) members: Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland.2

However, the United Kingdom was not included in the search given its recent and controversial ‘Brexit’ from the

EuropeanUnion. In order tomirror the legislation discourse of the EuropeanUnion, five candidate countries (Albania,

Montenegro, North-Macedonia, Serbia, and Turkey), as well as Russia, were also not included in the search.

6.1 Articles relevant to Europe (from ESPJ)

Aswith the survey of ESP articles in Asia, we limited our search to a 10-year period between 2011 and 2021. Again, as

with Asia, the data collection for Europewas based on a two-stagemethodology. The first stage of data collectionwas

carried out by entering the keyword ‘Europe’ into the Elsevier search box for the journal English for Specific Purposes

(ESPJ). This yielded a list of 102 articles, but of these, only one was identified as being concerned with the European

context as a whole, rather than a specific European country. The second stage of data collection involved searching

for articles dealing with individual European countries, that is, the 27 EU countries as well as Iceland, Liechtenstein,

Norway, and Switzerland – 31 searches in all. This procedure initially yielded 441 results, but of those, only 40 were

judged relevant to dealing with the localized aspects of ESP in specific European countries. The results for this two-

stage data collection process are set out in Table 3.

TABLE 3 Distribution of articles by topic (Europe)

Category of ESP article Number

English for academic purposes (EAP) 30

English in the workplace (EW) 6

Business communication (BC) 4

Legal language (LEG) 1

Total 41

Aswas the casewith Asia, a large proportion of European ESP studies in our corpus, around 73 per cent of the articles,

were specifically concerned with English for academic purposes. Six studies dealt with English in the workplace, four

studies with business communication, and one study with legal language.

Table 4 provides an indication of where ESP scholars are most active in the European context. As can be seen here,

only 13 nations are represented, out of a possible total of 31 European countries (both European Union and EFTA

members). It was noteworthy that only one study in our corpus of articles set out to explicitly investigate the wider

European context. A number of interesting points can be made about Table 4. First, Spain and Sweden together make

up slightly more than half of the ESP studies in Europe within the 10-year period. Second, while research in Spain and

Sweden was mostly devoted to EAP, the range of topics in Italy was more widely balanced. Third, only one ESP article

was concerned with Europe from a regional perspective, although there were several studies that investigated two

or more European countries. The evident lack of studies across Europe as a whole is somewhat odd, given the multi-

ple efforts of the European Commission to dismantle international borders in higher education through the Bologna

Process and Erasmus Programme (Erasmus+, 2022).

6.2 EAP in the European context

Of the 41 ESP articles in our European corpus, 30 were devoted to EAP, and of these, a total of 12 came from Spain.

A number of these articles examined the unique challenges of Spanish speakers using English in higher education
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TABLE 4 Distribution of articles by country/region and topic (Europe)

Topic

Country/region EAP EW BC LEG Total

Spain 12 2 1 0 15

Sweden 7 0 0 0 7

Italy 0 1 1 1 3

Denmark 2 0 0 0 2

Poland 2 0 0 0 2

Romania 2 0 0 0 2

Slovakia 2 0 0 0 2

Slovenia 1 1 0 0 2

Czech Republic 1 0 0 0 1

Europe 0 1 0 0 1

Finland 1 0 0 0 1

France 0 0 1 0 1

Germany 0 0 1 0 1

Hungary 0 1 0 0 1

Total 30 6 4 1 41

in general, and English-medium instruction (EMI) programs in particular. The study conducted by Arnó-Macià and

Mancho-Barés (2015) of content and language integrated learning (CLIL) in a Spanish university provides one such

example. Their investigation, while exclusively concerned with the linguistic challenges of Spanish users of English,

exemplified the ways in which top-down directives by the European Commission promoting student mobility con-

tribute tounique regional ESP characteristics and constraints.Whatmight beuseful in futureEAP-ESP researchwould

bemore comparative studies that canmake connections across regions andnations, and tease out the issues thatmake

Europe a unique context of English language use.

6.3 Business and workplace communication in the European context

Spain and Italy accounted for five out of the 10 studies of business and workplace communication articles, while

Europe, France, Germany, Hungary, and Slovenia each accounted for one publication. The three studies conducted

within the Italian context were particularly noteworthy, as they were all investigations comparing the Italian context

with countries outside the European context, namely the United Kingdom and Japan. Among these articles, English

as a lingua franca was a common research theme, accounting for six out of the 10 studies identified, in relation to

maritime communication (Slovenia) and business meetings (Germany). With the exception of one study that exam-

ined non-verbal communication within the German context (Birlik & Kaur, 2020), all of the business and workplace

communication studies were concernedwith written communication.

6.4 Legal language in the European context

The only study of legal language in our European corpus was conducted in Italy. In a mixed-methods study of the legal

discourse of UK and Italian professionals, Tessuto (2011) concluded that despite the cultural differences between

the United Kingdom and Italy, legal professionals in both countries follow similar rhetorical strategies. Despite this

similarity, English and Italian users employ different lexico-grammatical resources when constructing legal language.
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These findings suggested, as noted by Tessuto, that Italian speakers of English were able to transfer their cultural and

linguistic experiences over to English in positive ways.

7 MOST CITED ESPJ ARTICLES FROM ASIA AND EUROPE

Of the list of the30most highly cited articles inESPJ, a total of 16dealtwith topics related toEurope andAsia.Of these,

12 discussed Asian-related topics, and four were concernedwith Europe. Of the fourteen other articles, one was con-

cernedwith students in theUnited States, onewith academic publications in Turkey, onewith EMI in South Korea, one

with physical education in the United Kingdom, and one on written discourse from carpenters in New Zealand. The

other nine articles in the list were concerned more with generic topics, such as formality in academic writing, move

analysis, metadiscourse, metadiscursive nouns, the language of plumbing, civil engineering research articles, labora-

tory reports, lexical bundles, and research articles in information systems. Only five of the 16 articles below (as seen

in Table 5) were explicitly concerned with spoken rather than written English. It was also interesting that nine of the

articles concerned East Asian societies, with four dealingwithHong Kong, fourwithmainlandChina, and onewith Tai-

wan. The extent towhich these studies were scaffolded by detailed sociolinguistic description varied somewhat, but it

is noteworthy that, in three of the China articles, the higher education sites of data collectionwere anonymized and in

the fourth, the data was taken from a corpus compilation. In the case of Hong Kong, the site of investigation for one of

the articles was clearly indicated, and the research contexts for the other three articles were described in some detail.

8 DISCUSSION

In this section, we discuss the potential for symbiosis between ESP studies and those of theworld Englishes approach,

by considering what ESP studies might offer to world Englishes, and what world Englishes can offer to ESP.

8.1 What English for specific purposes studies offer to world Englishes

Over the last five decades, ESP has evolved to become an increasingly important sub-discipline of applied linguistics

and English studies. One rather clear indication of the current importance of ESP is provided by the Google Scholar

Metrics rankings of humanities journals in the category ‘English language & literature,’ where English for Specific Pur-

poses is ranked in number one position, followed byWorld Englishes in second position. In contrast, the highest-ranked

journal dealing with descriptive English linguistics, English Language & Linguistics, is placed in seventh position, and the

highest ranked literature journal, Literature Compass, comes in number tenth position. Overall, the list of the top 20

journals in English language and literature are dominated by those dealing with ESP, English worldwide, and English in

education, with such traditionally prestigious literary journals as the Shakespeare Bulletin and Studies in the Novel occu-

pying the lowest two slots. All of which, one may conclude, provides evidence of the palpable shift of English studies

over the last half-century. ESP for its part has been adopting a wide range of approaches as it has developed in recent

years, moving away from early focuses on grammatical features and register analysis towards an increasingly com-

plex cluster of ‘themes,’ including assessment, corpus analysis, curriculum, discourse, genre, literacy, and professional

development (Hyland & Jiang, 2021a).

One area where there is an increasingly strong overlap between ESP and world Englishes is in the study of

English-medium instruction (EMI), particularly with reference to higher education, where the use of English as a

major language of instruction has grown substantially over the last 20 years (Macaro, 2018; Bolton, Botha, & Lin,

2023).WhileworldEnglishes studies areparticularly useful in providingdescriptions andanalysis of the sociolinguistic

dynamicsof particular societies, for example, in termsof languagepolicies, language contact, andmultilingualism, stud-

ies from ESP scholars on the detail of academic and professional discourses and genre open up interesting new areas
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TABLE 5 Most highly cited ESPJ publications on Asia and Europe according to Google ScholarMetrics

Publication Cites Ranking Country

Tao, J. T., & Gao, X. A. (2018). Identity constructions of ESP teachers in a

Chinese university. English for Specific Purposes, 49, 1–13.
84 6 China

Todd, R.W. (2017). An opaque engineering word list:Which words should

a teacher focus on? English for Specific Purposes, 45, 31–39.
75 7 Thailand

Crosthwaite, P., Cheung, L., & Jiang, F. K. (2017).Writing with attitude:

Stance expression in learner and professional dentistry research

reports. English for Specific Purposes, 46, 107–123.

71 8 Hong Kong

Zhang, X., & Ardasheva, Y. (2019). Sources of college EFL learners’

self-efficacy in the English public speaking domain. English for Specific
Purposes, 53, 47–59.

56 12 China

Stapleton, P., & Kin, B. L. K. (2019). Assessing the accuracy and teachers’

impressions of Google Translate: A study of primary L2writers in Hong

Kong. English for Specific Purposes, 56, 18–34.

48 14 Hong Kong

Chen,M., & Flowerdew, J. (2018). Introducing data-driven learning to PhD

students for research writing purposes: A territory-wide project in

Hong Kong. English for Specific Purposes, 50, 97–112.

47 15 Hong Kong

Ädel, A. (2017). Remember that your reader cannot read yourmind:

Problem/solution-orientedmetadiscourse in teacher feedback on

student writing. English for Specific Purposes, 45, 54–68.

44 16 Sweden

Lei, J., & Hu, G. (2019). Doctoral candidates’ dual role as student and

expert scholarly writer: An activity theory perspective. English for
Specific Purposes, 54, 62–74.

43 18 China

Chan, C. S. C. (2017). Investigating a research-informed teaching idea: The

use of transcripts of authentic workplace talk in the teaching of spoken

business English. English for Specific Purposes, 46, 72–89.

42 19 Hong Kong

Kim, J., Kim, E. G., & Kweon, S. O. (2018). Challenges in implementing

English-medium instruction: Perspectives of Humanities and Social

Sciences professors teaching engineering students. English for Specific
Purposes, 51, 111–123.

42 20 South Korea

Malmström, H., Pecorari, D., & Shaw, P. (2018).Words for what?

Contrasting university students’ receptive and productive academic

vocabulary needs. English for Specific Purposes, 50, 28–39.

41 22 Sweden

Lu, Y. L. (2018).What do nurses say about their English language needs for

patient care and their ESP coursework: The case of Taiwanese nurses.

English for Specific Purposes, 50, 116–129.

36 23 Taiwan

Arnó-Macià, E., Aguilar-Pérez,M., & Tatzl, D. (2020). Engineering students’

perceptions of the role of ESP courses in internationalized universities.

English for Specific Purposes, 58, 58–74.

36 24 Spain

Dimova, S. (2017). Life after oral English certification: The consequences

of the Test of Oral English Proficiency for Academic Staff for EMI

lecturers. English for Specific Purposes, 46, 45–58.

35 26 Denmark

Tongpoon-Patanasorn, A. (2018). Developing a frequent technical words

list for finance: A hybrid approach. English for Specific Purposes, 51,
45–54.

35 27 Thailand

Liardét, C. L. (2018). ‘As we all know’: Examining Chinese EFL learners’ use

of interpersonal grammatical metaphor in academic writing. English for
Specific Purposes, 50, 64–80.

31 30 China

Note: ‘Ranking’ here refers to the ranked place in the Google Scholar Metrics list of the 30 most highly cited articles for the

years 2017–2020.



508 BOLTON AND JENKS

for investigation. This is a strand ofWE research that is growing in importance and can potentially benefit greatly from

established practices and insights from ESP scholarship.

8.2 What world Englishes offers to English for specific purposes

As has been noted in the past by Kachru (1988) and Bhatia (1991), one important area where world Englishes stud-

ies can make an important contribution to ESP is in the description of the sociolinguistic realities of language use in

particular settings. Hyland and Jiang (2021a) note that, currently, key themes in ESP include areas such as assess-

ment, corpus, curriculum, discourse, genre, literacy, and professional development. In contrast, a recent study ofworld

Englishes scholarship indicates that major areas of said research include areal studies (the sociolinguistic descrip-

tion of particular societies), language variation, discourse and genre, contact linguistics (including multilingualism),

applied linguistics (including EMI), media, corpus linguistics, and critical linguistics. From this, it should be clear that

there are a number of intersectional connections, including discourse, genre, applied linguistics, and corpus linguistics.

Notwithstanding this, one might also argue that the greatest contribution WE scholars can contribute is describing

and analyzing the sociolinguistic realities of language management and language use with reference to both English

for academic and professional purposes.

The breadth and depth of description concerning the localized realities of particular societies or particular edu-

cational systems may need careful calibration, according to the sensitivities of context, but, from a wider view, these

are often too important to ignore. For example, in the Asian region, the wider context to applied linguistic or educa-

tional linguistic description is often one of poor governance and authoritarian, dictatorial governments, and political

turmoil. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) now includes two military dictatorships, Myanmar

and Thailand; two communist dictatorships, Laos and Vietnam; one absolute monarchy, Brunei; and an impover-

ished autocracy, Cambodia, where Hun Sen, a former Khmer Rouge military commander, has been in power for

almost 40 years. Elsewhere, in India, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines, forms of democracy continue to main-

tain a (albeit sometimes fragile) presence. In China and Hong Kong, the communist party has become increasingly

authoritarian throughout many sectors of society, while Taiwan remains ‘a rare democratic beacon’ in the region (The

Economist, 2021, p. 17). Perhaps one reason for the evident popularity of sociolinguistically decontextualized ESP

studies is the extent to which the institutional and societal backgrounds are seen as being of far less importance than

the globalized academic and professional genres of ESP communication. The importance of the sociolinguistic con-

text, including, not least, the sociohistorical background becomes clear if we take a macro view of English-medium

instruction (EMI) across the Asian region. For example, there is no way to gain a full understanding of Singapore’s

language policy and practice in higher education without understanding the key role played by prime minister Lee

Kuan Yew in personally advocating for a system of ‘English-knowing bilingualism,’ and prescribing English as the sole

medium of education from the late 1970s onwards. There is also no way to fully comprehend the South Korean

government’s enthusiastic promotion of English, without reference to the arc of Korean history from the Second

World War to the present, including the Korean War that continues today with a very large US military presence at

and near the border of the two countries, which has seen the transformation of an agricultural society to a leading

industrial and technological nation. Nor one would argue is it possible to clearly understand the appeal of English in

Cambodia, or the balancing act of language management in Indonesia’s higher education without some knowledge

of the turbulent and sometimes tragic history of these two nations (Botha, Bolton, & Bacon-Shone, 2023; Bolton,

Ahn, Botha, & Bacon-Shone, 2023; Bolton, Hill, Bacon-Shone, & Peyronnin, 2023; Lin, Bolton, Bacon-Shone, & Khan,

2023).

At a narrower level of description, when describing the particular nature of EAP in Asian colleges and universi-

ties, it is often unclear how official language policies translate into practice. For example, at least six of Hong Kong’s

eight publicly funded universities would claim to be officially ‘English medium,’ although in reality, these institutions

are all multilingual in operation and teaching practices to a greater or a lesser extent, providing an academic home to
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speakers of three major languages, Cantonese, Putonghua, and English, as well as a large range of other minority lan-

guages. And yet the multilingual reality of such institutions is often unacknowledged, and language scholars are often

actively discouraged from discussing or researching the sociolinguistic realities in these settings. Another example

where descriptions of academic realities are oftenmuted or self-censoredwould be in discussions of the gap between

policy and practice in universities in mainland China, in recent years a popular context for EAP research. Even here,

or especially here, the description of the realities of such institutions is often limited, with little or no discussion of

the role of the government in determining curricula, and the intrusive political control of university education inmain-

land institutions, now reportedly being extended to Hong Kong. Similar arguments in favor of thicker sociolinguistic

descriptionsmight also apply to research onEAP courses in Europeanuniversities, although arguably less dramatically

so, given the transnational influence of the EU throughout the region, as well as a partly-shared heritage of culture,

ethnicity, and educational and religious institutions.

9 CONCLUSION

In this article, we began our discussion by considering ESP as a discipline and world Englishes perspectives on ESP.

We then proceeded to investigate ESP from a regional perspective, with particular reference to Asia and Europe, and

the ways in which ESP is defined and operationalized in these regions. This was done through a literature review of

articles in the journal English for Specific Purposes, with particular reference to ‘Asia,’ ‘Europe,’ and individual Asian

and European societies. One key finding here was that in our combined corpus of 133 articles, the number for

Asia (92) was more than twice that for Europe (41). Another important finding was that of the 133 articles that

were classified as ‘English for Specific Purposes’ for Asia and Europe, 86 of these (65%) dealt with English for aca-

demic purposes, rather than another category of specific language use, such as business communication, workplace

communication, legal language, and medical communication. We also investigated the extent to which current ESP

research explicitly acknowledges the wider and narrower sociolinguistic realities of particular settings. Our scrutiny

of representative articles here suggested that ESP scholars might consider incorporating much thicker sociolinguistic

descriptions into their research, given the rather dramatic differences between societies in many regions, including,

for example, the Asian region. Finally, we also considered the potential contributions of ESP to world Englishes, and

vice versa, noting that these two sub-disciplines had much to offer each other in the way of complementary and pos-

sibly symbiotic approaches to shared areas of interest. We are confident that the synergies between world Englishes

and ESP will continue to productively influence research, pedagogy, and practice in these fields in for many years to

come.

NOTES
1The21Asian societies are (i)OuterCircle societies: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh,Nepal, Sri Lanka,Myanmar,Malaysia, Brunei,

Singapore, Hong Kong, Philippines; (ii) Expanding Circle societies: China, Macau, Taiwan, Japan, Korea, Indonesia, Thailand,

Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam.
2The 27 members of the European Union are Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Esto-

nia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland,

Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden.
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