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ESP in retrospect


Since the 1960s, ESP has gone through different developmental stages. During the 60s and 70s, the need for ESP grew out of the global expansion of scientific, technical and economic activities and the focus of instruction concentrated on the lexical and grammatical characteristics of academic/professional registers at the sentence level (Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998; Hutchinson & Waters, 1987). Afterwards, as our view on how languages are acquired changed and the demands for communication in English escalated world-wide, ESP educators shifted their attention to systematic analyses of the target situations in which learners’ communicative purposes were more attended. Several scholars have given clear and helpful definitions to ESP. For example, Strevens (1988) defines the absolute characteristics of ESP and later Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998), offered a modified definition of the variable characteristics of ESP: ESP can but is not necessarily concerned with a specific discipline, nor does it have to aim at a certain age group or ability range. Instead, it should be seen as an “attitude of mind” (Dudley-Evans, 1997) and “an approach to language teaching in which all decisions as to content and method are based on the learner's reason for learning” (Hutchinson et al., 1987:19). ESP instruction should closely relate to learners’ reasons for learning and the materials normally have the features of the target situation (Carter, 1983). 

ESP in the higher education in Taiwan

The growth and demand for ESP courses is a global phenomenon. In Taiwan, facing the challenges of competing internationally and the subsequent escalating expectation for better English language competence of their students, higher education institutions are coming up with a plethora of measures, such as encouraging professional courses taught in English, offering more ESP courses, requiring students to pass the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) prior to graduation (Chien, Lee, & Kao, 2008). The establishment of the Taiwan International ESP Journal, a peer-reviewed academic journal published by the Taiwan ESP Association, marks the entering of the ESP era in Taiwan; ESP is now in the mainstream and no longer a marginalized branch of EFL.  
Over the last decade or so, studies have been conducted in examining the teaching and learning of ESP in Taiwan. Among them, needs analyses have been the most common. For example, Kuo (1993) conducted a needs study of undergraduate and graduate EST students and technical professionals; Lee (1998) and Chien (2006) employed needs analyses for English for nursing purposes; Chia, Chia, and Olive (1999) also surveyed the needs of English in a medical context; Lin (2006) analyzed the needs for lecture listening skills in EAP curriculum. There have also been studies that investigated instructional issues. Huang, Borwne, and Chung (1998) incorporated resume writing and job search into business English; Tsai (2005) looked into oral and writing tasks in ESP courses in college; Chen (1998, 2000) designed and examined the effectiveness of content-based ESP courses for business students; Chien, Lee, & Kao (2008) investigated collaborative teaching in an ESP class. Instructional materials have also been a focus of investigation. For instance, Yang, Chang, and Kao (1994) examined the use of field-specific authentic English texts in a junior college; Kuo (1998) looked into the problems in EST material development. 
Looking forward: exploring the potentiality of E-learning for ESP

It is generally agreed upon by researchers and educators that ESP is about specific contexts and the learners’ specific needs. A dedicated ESP teacher needs to adapt his/her way of teaching to make his/her class more interesting and effective, including using certain educational tools as aids in teaching. The current advance in information technologies holds notable implications for ESP learning and teaching. Added to the importance of the approach is the fast becoming part of the students' culture. We are teaching a generation of digital natives who belongs to a different educational culture and this in turn exerts a pressure on teachers who are digital-immigrants to integrate the technology into ESP curriculum. 
E-learning for ESP can be multifaceted. ESP learners can conduct research using a variety of different Internet resources (Gatehouse, 2001). In addition, computer simulations may provide an interesting environment for learning ESP so that learners are exposed to the target situations that they are likely to come across in their future occupational lives (Dayd, 1994). Computer-based instruction can contextualize ESP learning by juxtaposing and integrating the traditional media of language learning, such as video, pictures, sound, and text (Brett, 2000; Kourtina, 2002). Internet resources and open source software, as well as ready-made corpora can be used by ESP teachers to provide language data for their teaching. ESP teachers can also custom-made their own corpora resources with online texts of a particular discipline (e.g., telephone conversations, business letters, culinary, ecotourism, computer and environmental protection texts, Parliament session transcripts) to respond to the specific needs of a particular context (Krajka, 2007). For example, Hagiwara and Naito (2008) use technology to profile authentic reading materials in the biomedical field to accommodate the needs of students majoring in biomedical sciences. 
In Taiwan, researchers have also embarked on using e-learning for ESP. For example, Tsai and Davis (2008) developed and assessed ESP multimedia courseware which aimed at expanding language skills of ESP learners as they develop communicative skills for international business. Another study by Tsai (2009) reports the development of 3D multimedia ESP courseware for semiconductor technology and its integration as a “silent partner” into instruction and found positive results both in student motivation as well as better understanding of the English content. A Taiwan-France Telecollaboration Project currently conducted by this researcher and Dr. Kathryn English is an effort of providing Engineering students at École Polytechnique Institute, Business students at Universite Paris II, and English major students at National Taichung University (http://candle.ntcu.edu.tw:8080/drupal) with opportunities to practice ESP in the contexts of intercultural communication. 
Conclusion

ESP is increasing important as the world becomes “flat” and global competition intensifies (Friedman, 2005). ESP instruction in Taiwan is just now gaining its due attentions from researchers and educators. Much is still to be done to understand the complexity of ESP teaching and learning. With the easy access to computer technologies in Taiwan and the rich resources and flexible adaptability that the technology can provide, it is foreseeable that e-learning will play a vital role in the future development of ESP in the country.  
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