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language course in higher education: issues and recommendations

The aim of a professionally-oriented English language course is to develop students’ communicative compe-
tence, English language linguistic competence, in particular, that supports students’ professional expertise. In
this paper, the main issues of the formation of communicative competence in a professionally — oriented
English language course at the university level are discussed. The data is drawn from the survey conducted
among undergraduate and postgraduate students in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan (N=48, mean age 26.5) who have
taken the course. The survey results revealed that although students hold a positive attitude towards the
course, they did not show some sufficient improvement of linguistic skills after the course completion, and
more than 33 % of respondents rarely or almost never used the acquired English language skills for their fur-
ther professional development. In this paper, I argue that to reach the intended learning objectives of the
course, there is a need for university teachers to create a more «authentic» environment in order to involve
students in creative and engaging classroom activities.
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Introduction

The main objective of the professionally-oriented English language course at the university level is to
develop the communicative competence of students. Upon the course completion, according to Gondova, D.,
Siposova, M (2010), students should demonstrate sufficient language proficiency in English language, ability
to express their intentions in English language clearly, produce coherent written texts, and apply both verbal
and non-verbal communication strategies [1; ¢. 35]. In Hymes (1972) communicative competence is defined
as «knowing what to say to whom in what circumstances and how to say it» [2]. In this regard, Canale &
Swain (1980) distinguish four components of communicative competence, such as linguistic, sociolinguistic,
discourse, strategic [3]. If linguistic competence means the knowledge of the language, sociolinguistic com-
petence suggests the knowledge of language use (e.g. certain register, politeness, etc. in a particular situa-
tion). When it comes to discourse competence, the ability of a learner to combine language structures into
different types of texts is considered. Strategic competence, in turn, means the knowledge of strategies ap-
plied in verbal and non-verbal communication.

In the European context, drawing on the Basturkmen’s (2012) classification of English for specific pur-
poses [4], English for vocational purposes can be attributed to English for General Vocational Purposes or
English for Specific Vocational Purposes. In Widodo (2016), English for Vocational Purposes is defined as
an English language programme for both the secondary education and tertiary education levels, to equip stu-
dents with English language linguistic competence that supports students’ vocational expertise [5]. In other
words, students from both secondary education (e.g., technical schools) and higher education (e.g., colleges
and polytechnics), from different majors (e.g. accounting, hotel hospitality, computer engineering, or tourism
management, etc.) are placed into English language courses that cater students’ needs to build vocational
knowledge and skills in English language. In designing such a programme, English language is integrated
into vocational content (with selected English language materials based on vocational tasks, topic, vocabu-
lary, etc.). Widodo (2016) notes that the role of English as a medium of vocational communication to explain
the vocational content, develop disciplinary language, vocational knowledge and skills and communicate
vocational expertise [5].

Likewise, professionally-oriented English language course in the context of the Kazakhstani education
system, pursues the similar objectives as English for Vocational Purposes. Curricula of the professionally-
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oriented English language course are skills-based with the objectives to equip students with listening, writ-
ing, reading and speaking skills to apply in their future professional carrier (when students go out to work).

In fact, there is a number of legislative documents in the Kazakhstani education system that promote
professional education in English language. For example, in the State Program for Development of technical
and vocational education in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2005-2010 (dated 1 July, 2008) suggests mod-
ernization of the education to train a competitive workforce with English language proficiency to substitute
foreign specialists, while the State Program of Education Development in the Republic of Kazakhstan for
2011-2020 (dated 7 December, 2010) aims at the formation of an intellectually, physically and spiritually
developed citizen of the Republic of Kazakhstan. It is planned that by 2020, almost 15 % of the Kazakhstani
adult population would speak fluently in three languages, Kazakh, Russian and English. In the current State
Program of the development of education and science for 2020-2025 (dated December 27, 2019), improve-
ment of the competitiveness of Kazakhstani education world-wide is pursued. In the model curricula of pro-
fessionally-oriented foreign language, the following intended learning outcomes are noted: constantly en-
hance vocabulary, develop public speaking skills, be able to make a decision in any situation, identify the
problem and find solutions, etc.

Although there is a positive trend in applying innovative teaching technologies and updated teaching
textbooks and other learning materials, there are still some issues in Kazakhstani higher education system in
reaching intended learning outcomes. Teaching professionally-oriented English language courses requires
teachers’ and students’ awareness of the demands of contemporary workplace communicative competence;
it demands much more than merely a sufficient level of English language proficiency from individuals.
In Cameron (2002) it is stated that to communicate effectively in workplace settings, there is a need to speak
fluently, truthfully and openly about one’s feelings, and exercise assertiveness, once needed [6]. Recent
graduates should have the ability to be tolerant in accepting points of view that differ from their own beliefs;
they should be able to listen actively to different perspectives without pre-judging. Effective communication
also requires the ability to interact with colleagues from different cultures, ethnicity, race, and religion.

Another issue concerns the expansion of vocational vocabulary that may not ensure successful commu-
nication in the workplace settings, unfortunately. Although various materials and communication techniques
for communicative learning are available, teachers still seem to be using outdated teaching materials, while
students seem to be overloaded with vocabulary memorization and translation tasks, as noted in
Lengyelfalusyova & Bakay Zahorska (2011) [7].

To examine the current state of affairs of professionally-oriented English language courses in the con-
text of the Kazakhstani education system the following research question is pursued: what students’ general
perception of and attitude towards «professionally-oriented English language» course in higher education in
Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan?

Experimental

In this section, we report on the nature of the questionnaire, ethical considerations and stages of online
survey and participants.

Questionnaire. The designed questionnaire (19 multiple choice questions and one open-ended question)
consists of two sections. The first section contains the questions to gather some demographic data on partici-
pants (age, gender, year of study, etc.). The questions in the second section are designed to gather some data
on the formation of the communicative competence of students. For example, to examine linguistic compe-
tence, the questions of English language proficiency before the course taken and after the course taken are
asked. The question on further use of English language for potential professional development is also includ-
ed in the questionnaire. Another group of questions (e.g. on ability to engage in communication and maintain
interaction in English language) aims at examining the interactive competence of students. A question on the
use of students’ knowledge of foreign culture, customs and traditions in a professional setting examines stu-
dents’ sociolinguistic competence, while the questions on the use of innovative teaching methodology and
students’ opportunity to express their opinion in classroom settings reflect the use of current teaching meth-
odologies. To see to what extent students may accept points of view that differ from their own beliefs, the
questions on their ability to work in teams, to solve issues, understand and support their partners were in-
cluded in the questionnaire. To receive general feedback on the course two questions are asked: «did you use
the acquired knowledge of English language in the professional carrier so far?» and «was the course helpful
for your professional career?».
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Procedure. The designed questionnaire was first sent to our colleagues for editing and commenting on
the clarity, coherence of questions, and general feedback on the questions. Once returned with minor com-
ments on the structure of the questionnaire, the form was revised. As university lecturers, we had an oppor-
tunity to approach students who have taken a «professionally — oriented English language course» in the
past semester. The online questionnaire was sent to students’ university emails (the total number was 79).
Unfortunately, the request to participate in the study was ignored by students, and only a few filled-in ques-
tionnaire forms returned. Then, the online survey link, was sent around, directly to students through the
WhatsApp messenger. Out of around 200 requests sent to participate in the study, over a one-week period in
October 2020, we received 48 filled-in forms for the further analysis.

Ethical considerations. To pursue ethical considerations, students were informed that their participation
in the survey is entirely voluntary, so they should not see their refusal to participate in the study as a potential
issue that will negatively impact their academic performance. Students were also informed that all the identi-
fiable information would be confidential and used for research purposes only.

Participants. The subjects of the study are students of bachelor's and master's courses from several uni-
versities in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan (N=48, mean age 26.5) recruited through the personal network as a
snowball method.

Results and discussion

Upon the data analysis, positive discourse regarding the course has emerged. At the same time, there is
not much improvement of linguistic skills is depicted.

Positive attitude towards the course. The respondents demonstrate that they have a clear understanding
of the need to take the course as many of the indicate that the acquired skills would be helpful in their future
careers. Below, there are some instances of students’ opinion regarding the course:

(1) xypc mone3eH I OCBOCHHSI HHOCTPAHHOTO SI3BIKA

‘The course is useful for mastering a foreign language’

(2) o4YeHP MOJIE3HBIH

‘very helpful’

(3) mpodeccnoHanbHBIN aHTIIMACKUH A3BIK MOJIE3€H CIIENUANCTaM B J1t000# chepe

‘professional English is useful for professionals in any field’

(4) s ;ymaro 3T0 OYEHB HYXKHBIH KypC

‘I think this is a necessary course’

(5) mpuroguncs B pabote

‘useful at work’

(6) mymato, 4TO JaHHBIA KypC TIOMOT MHE YIYYITHUTh MO HABBIKH B TOHUMAaHHUU S3bIKa U IOMOT MHE MpHo0-
peTeHueM NpoQecCHOHAIBHBIX HABBIKOB B C(epe MOEH CHEUaIbHOCTH.

‘I think this course helped me to improve my language comprehension skills and helped me to acquire pro-
fessional skills in my field of specialization’.

(7) moMoraeT MoHATh U OCMBICIIUTD, TBOE JTU 3TO TIPU3BaHKE

‘it helps to understand and realize whether this is your true vocation’

(8) B maHHBINT MOMEHT 51 TIPOXOXY ITOT KypC, U yBepeHa, u4To Kypc «IIpodeccnonanmbHO-OpHEeHTHPOBAHHBII
WHOCTPAHHBIH S3bIK» OYJIET MOJIE3HBIM JUTsl TpUoOpeTeHus podeccoHaTBLHBIX HABBIKOB.

‘at the moment I am taking this course, and I am sure that the course «Professionally oriented foreign lan-
guage» will be useful for acquiring professional skills.’

(9) oTMYHOE MOMOTHEHHE K MMEIONTUMCS 3HAHUSM.

‘an excellent addition to my existing knowledge’

(10) s oO1IEeHUS B MHOCTPaHHOM KOJUIEKTHUBE KypC OKa3aJICsl MOJIE3HBIM, TakXKe JJIsl OMOJIHEHUS CIIOBaps
HOBBIMH TEPMHHAMH B CBOEH CIICIHATH3AIINH.

‘for communication in a foreign team, the course turned out to be useful, as well as for enhancing the vocab-
ulary with new terms in my specialization’

(11) aTOoT KypCc MHE OYEHH IIOMOT B IMOTHATHH YPOBHS aHTIUHCKOTO S3BIKA, & TAKKE 3aKPEIH MOU 0a30BEBIC
3HAHWUS.

‘the course helped me a lot in improving the level of English language proficiency. Also, it strengthened my
basic knowledge’

(12) oH OBLT IOJIE3EH TEM, UTO SI TIOBBICHIIA PA3TOBOPHBIN CKUJLI.

‘it was helpful’ because I improved my speaking skills’
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Although there were a very few students who noted that the course is not helpful enough or they felt in-

different towards taking the course.

(13) He mone3eH, Tak Kak HE UCITONIB3YETCsI TAIbIIIe

‘not useful because it is not used further’

(14) otHOCHTENBHO

‘relatively’

(15) s1 mo aTOTO MpEeaMETa 3HATA AHTIIMUCKUH, MTOITOMY HHYETO 0CO00 CKa3aTh HE MOTY
‘I knew English before this subject, so I can't really say anything’.

Issues in teaching/learning professionally — oriented English language course. The data analysis re-
vealed that students did not show a significant improvement in linguistic skills after completing the course
(Table 1). There is an increase from 30.8 % to 41 % in the «intermediate» level of language, and from
17.9 % to 23.1 % in «upper-intermediate course», although the number of students with «beginner’ and “pre-
intermediate’ levels decreased (that is quite a positive trend).

Table 1
Students’ English language proficiency before and after taking the course

Students'
English language proficiency

41

30,8
25,6

8 12,8 8 8
i 51 = 10,3 = 51

BEGIMNMER PRE-INTERMEDIATE INTERMEDIATE UPPER ADVAMCED DIFFICULT TO
INTERMEDIATE AMEWER

beforzthe course afterthe course

It seems that inadequate teaching materials (e.g. non-authentic materials) and traditional methods of
teaching (e.g. teacher-centered, grammar-translation methods, memorization, etc.) negatively affected the
students’ learning outcomes. There could be some issues with students’ motivation, involvement and partici-
pation in classroom activities, or low linguistic competence of the students.

As mentioned earlier, authentic materials, used in classroom, can stimulate learners to learn languages
independently discovering and exploring the materials on their own. For the students with low language pro-
ficiency, authentic materials can be simplified with the use of relatively easy vocabulary, shorter texts and
less demanding and assisted tasks (e.g. role-playing). To deal with students’ low motivation, classroom ac-
tivities should provide students with opportunities to make use of language they have so far, and perform
classroom activities that reflect the course knowledge and practice. At the same time, students should be
provided with instructional prompts from teachers as it is an important strategy of the active processing of
the learning materials.

Another issue, revealed through the survey results analysis, is the fact that more than 33 % of respond-
ents rarely or almost never used the acquired English language skills for their further professional develop-
ment. Although, it is true that almost 36 % of respondents use English language for professional purposes
(e.g. reading professional literature in English, see Table 2.)

Perhaps, such a pattern can be explained by the fact that many students still are full-time students at
university, and still did not have a chance to get accepted for a full-time job. As a result, they have not expe-
rienced the need of English language proficiency for their professional development yet. Another explana-
tion is that students have internships and work at local companies, and they do not work with documents in
English language or encounter a foreign colleague.
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Conclusion

In this paper, the main issues in the formation of communicative competence in a professionally — ori-
ented English language course at the university level are discussed. The survey among university students
revealed that in general, they hold positive opinions towards the course. At the same time, however, they did
not show sufficient improvement of the linguistic skills after the course completion.

Table 2
Students’ use of English language proficiency for professional development
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MEVER SELDOM SOMETIMES OFTEN ALWAYS

We argue that to reach the intended learning objectives of the course, there is a need for university
teachers to create a more «authentic» environment in order to develop students’ speaking skills, enhance cre-
ativity and imagination for the preparation of students for their future profession. To achieve this, the follow-
ing measures (adapted from Lengyelfalusyova & Bakay Zahorska, 2011) can be recommended:

— to create an authentic environment for language learners in order to practice situational conversations;

— provide students with authentic tasks to solve model situations;

— support communication in English language outside of the classroom;

— focus on teaching grammar in speaking activities [7].

Perhaps, the study results would have shown different patterns if more respondents had taken participa-
tion in the survey. Another issue concerns the online mode of collecting the filled-in forms. As a researcher,
we could not control and see whether the respondents provided the well-thought and thoroughly considered
answers. Perhaps, obtaining the qualitative data (e.g. interviews with students and teachers) on the course
material, covered topics, tasks and classroom activities, pedagogical prompts would provide more insight
into the issue.
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I'.'T. Ypa3baeBa, A.A. KaGauena

KOO-ga cabakTa KOMMYHUKATUBTI KY3bIPETTUIIKTI KAJBINTACTHIPY
«KaciOm OarbITTAJIFAH IIET TiJI»: MpodJjieMaap MeH YChIHbICTAP

Kocibu OarbITTanFaH arbUINIBIH TiIi KypCHIHBIH MakcaTbl CTYICHTTEPIIH KOMMYHHKATHBTI KY3BIPETTLIIriH
JaMBITy OOJIbIN TaObLIaabl, OYJI ©3 Ke3erinjae, CTYASHTTEPiH KociOu caiachlHaa TUIAIK KY3BIPETTUINH na-
MBITY/IBl Ke3ielai. Makanasa KOMMYHHMKATHBTI KY3BIPETTUIKTI KaJbINTACTBIPYABIH HErisri mocenenepi
KapacTelppuirad. Hyp-CynrtaH KanachlHIarbl  YHHBEPCHUTETTIH OakalaBpUaT JKOHE Marucrparypa
GarapMasiapbIHBIH CTYISHTTEpI apachlHAa KYpri3iiren cayannamana (N = 48, oprama xacsl 26,5 xac) cTy-
JEHTTep KypCTHI asKTaraHHaH KeHiH TUIMIK JeHreiliepiHae >KeTKUTKTI XeTuraipyiaep OalikamMaraHBIH
kepcerTi. CayanHamana pecrioHneHTTepAiH 33 % -IaH acTaMbl ajnFaH OLTIMIEpIH OJaH dpi KOCiOM NaMbITy
YILIIH CHpeK HeMece MYIIIEM IaijaaanOaraHbiH sKeTKi3al. KoOMMyHUKAaTHBTI Ky3bIPETTLTIKTI aHAFYpPIIBIM COTTI
KaIBIITACTEIPY YIIH YHUBEPCUTET OKBITYIIBUIAPBIHA apHAJFAH ONICTEMENiK YCHIHBICTAp (MBICAJIE,
CTYICHTTEpAl MIBFapMAIIbUIBIK KOHE KBI3BIKTHI TAIlCBIPMallapFa TapTy YINIH «IIBIHANBD) MaTepHaapIbl
naijianany) KeaTipijreH.

Kinm co30ep: xociOu OarbITTajgfaH aFbUILIBIH Tili, KOMMYHHKATHBTI KY3BIPETTiNIK, JHUHIBHCTHKAIIBIK
KY3BIPETTUTIK, apHaiibl OaFbITTalFaH TN, KOCiOM OaFbITTaNFaH Til, CTYASHTTEP, MaruCTPaHTTap, TUIAIK
JaFabLUIap.

I'.T. Ypazbaesa, A.A. Kabauesa

®opMHUPOBAHHE KOMMYHMKATHBHON KOMIIETEHUMM B By3e HA 3aAHATHAX
«IIpodeccrnoHaTbHO-OPUEHTHPOBAHHBIA HHOCTPAHHBIN A3BIK):
npoodJeMbl 1 PEKOMEHIAIM U

Ienpro npodeccronambHO-OPUEHTHPOBAHHOTO Kypca aHTJIMICKOTO S3bIKa SIBISETCSl PAa3BUTHE KOMMYHHKa-
THUBHOH KOMIICTEHIIH CTYAEHTOB, KOTOpasi, B CBOIO OYepelb, NPE/IoaraeT pa3BUTUE SI3BIKOBOW KOMIICTEH-
LM CTYIEHTOB B MX HpodeccHoHaNbHOH cdepe. B crarbe 00CykaeHb OCHOBHEIE BOIPOCH (hOPMUPOBAHHMS
KOMMYHHMKaTUBHOM KommeTeHuu. Onpoc, NpoBEeJEeHHbIH Cpely CTYIEHTOB M MariucTpaHtoB By3a B Hyp-
Cynrane, Kazaxcran (N = 48, cpennuii Bo3pact — 26,5 51eT), mokasai, YTO CTYAEHTHI He IPOJEMOHCTPHUPO-
BaJIM JIOCTATOYHOTO yTy4IIEHHUs SI3BIKOBBIX HABBIKOB IIOCIIE 3aBEPIIEHUs Kypca, U 6osee 33 % pecroHIeHTOB
PEIKO WM TTOYTH HUKOTA HE MCIOJIb30BaH MIPUOOPETEHHBIE 3HAHHS aHTJIMICKOTO S3bIKA NI CBOETO Jallb-
Helimrero npogeccroHanbHOro passutust. s 6omnee ycrenHoro GopMHpOBaHNS KOMMYHUKaTHBHOW KOMIIe-
TCHIMH, aBTOPaMH JJaHBl HEKOTOPbIe METOANYECKHE PEKOMEHIANNH (K IIPUMepy, UCTIOIb30BaHue Oolee ay-
TEHTHYHOTO MaTepHaia JJIs BOBICUCHHS CTYACHTOB B TBOPUYECKHE U yBJIEKaTEIbHbIE 3aaHMs) Ul peroa-
BareJsel By30B.

Kniouesvie cnosa: npodeccHoHaIbHO-OPUEHTUPOBAHHBIN AHIIMHCKUI A3bIK, KOMMYHHMKAaTHBHAs KOMIICTCH-
1M, TMHTBUCTUYECKAs KOMIIETEHIUS], SI3bIK AT CHELHAIbHBIX LEIeH, S3bIK Ul Mpo(decCHOHANBHBIX IeeH,
CTYJEHTBI, MATUCTPAHTEI, SI3BIKOBBIE HABBIKU.
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