
Teaching ESP at a Technical UniversityMilena Krhutová, Pavel SedláčekTeaching professional English at a technical university is a speciϐic task not onlyfrom the point of methodology but especially the contents and syllabi of spe-ciϐic language courses. As I have been teaching future engineers for years, I haveseen the speciϐic professional variety to emerge, to constitute in academic settingswhere English is used as a foreign language. Therefore, I have analysed variouselectrotechnical texts and on the basis of my research I have classiϐied speciϐicfeatures of the professional variety of English which is necessary to teach ourundergraduates. My research results are published in my book Parameters of Pro-fessional Discourse.Based on my research the Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Communicationprovides an accredited bachelor study English in Electrical Engineering and Infor-matics run by the Department of Foreign Languages since 2012.The aim of the study programme is mastering of the interdisciplinary knowledgeand skills provided by training not yet common on the market, though highlynecessary in the view of the development and expansion of electro-technical ϐieldsin the present globalising world, and considering the position of the English lan-guage as the global communication tool, which is particularly true for electricalengineering and information technology. The aim of the study programme is toequip the students with fundamental knowledge of electro-technical disciplinesand particularly with the competences in professional language at the level C1 ofthe Common European Reference Framework (SERR). (C1 level is a skilled andindependent user of all skills in English).The training is mainly focused on the characteristics of professional discourseas a speciϐic communication tool used by the global discourse community. Thegraduates as the future members of this professional community are providedwith the knowledge and skills of reception as well as production of this functionalvariety. English in electrical engineering and information technology as a speciϐicprofessional variety is the lingua franca of electrical engineering. Included in theprogramme are subjects focused on managerial skills which together with pro-fessional English, socio-cultural approach to the environment of English-speakingcountries and knowledge of the fundamentals of electrical engineering and man-agement provide good qualiϐications for careers in industry, administration, gov-ernment institutions and scientiϐic institutions.Teaching English at a technical university is undoubtedly a challenge. The perfectknowledge of the English language is not enough for the qualiϐication of a good
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teacher. It is necessary to be aware of the basic subjects of electrotechnical dis-ciplines as well. Moreover, to understand this speciϐic professional variety of En-glish, the teacher has to use speciϐic methodological approach to elucidate boththe linguistic and extralinguistic qualities of the variety of English in Electrical En-gineering and Informatics. The transfer of speciϐic technical information cannot besuccessful without the professional knowledge of electrotechnical disciplines. Thisspeciϐic knowledge ensures the appropriate comprehension of the highly speciϐicmessage.Thus, besides the knowledge of the standard English language, the added meaningis rooted in the knowledge of a technical discipline (microelectronics, telecommu-nications, radioelectronics, automation, information technology, etc.) Therefore,it is necessary for students of our programme English in Electrical Engineeringand Informatics to learn not only practical English including training of all skills(listening, writing, reading, and speaking) but also to learn the basic knowledgein electrical engineering (Mathematics, Physics, Digital circuits, Communicationsystems, Production and distribution of electrical energy, Electronic devices, etc.)My research of the speciϐic discourse, its discourse community, and approaches tothem is used in this study programme and my lectures are focused on Languageas Discourse in Science and Technology.I give lectures on linguistic means, extralinguistic means, pragmatic aspects ofprofessional variety of English (application of the Co-operative principle, Polite-ness Principle, Approaches to recipients), typical genres of technical varieties, thecharacteristic features of a professional discourse community in Electrical engi-neering and IT, and other important topics connected with the production andreception of a speciϐic functional variety of English. It is deϐinitely necessary toteach students not only linguistic means but also extralinguistic ones which en-sure added meaning. Words and grammar i. e. linguistic means are not able totransmit the professional technical message thoroughly and thus the professionalschemata of knowledge in receivers’ heads enable the correct interpretation of thespeciϐic message. The knowledge structures are carried mostly by speciϐic termswhich provide and guarantee the coherence of the texts. Such a speciϐic text isconsequently comprehensive only to such a recipient who is well instructed notonly in the standard English but also in technical disciplines concerned in texts.The above reasons led us to collaboration with our colleagues-engineers whenpreparing the study programme. After eleven years of running our programme,the collaboration is still functioning and successful. Our colleagues, engineers, areaware of that mastering English is an important way how to learn new informa-tion in their disciplines and how to present their own research internationally.The bachelor study programme “English in Electrical Engineering and IT” wasaccredited by the Czech Ministry of Education in 2012 and has been running
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successfully since. Since 2015, when the ϐirst graduates ϐinished their bachelorstudies, more than 180 students passed their ϐinal state examinations. They eithercontinue their master studies or their bachelor’s degree can be applied in elec-trotechnical companies either the local ones or most frequently the internationalones, many of which have placed their factories in Brno. Our graduates work thereas local managers who are able to communicate the objectives of internationalheadquarters to local workers. They are also able to represent their companiesinternationally and to translate technical documents into English appropriately.They work as writers of software or international spokesmen of Czech companies.The typical linguistic features of English in science and technology are well known(passive constructions, long and complicated sentences, terminology). In my re-search I focus mainly on pragmatic aspects of the functional variety of Englishused in electrotechnical disciplines in academic surrounding. The typical prag-matic aspects can be classiϐied in the following way:
Pragmatic aspects• coherence of texts is based on terminology• shared mental schemata of knowledge• professional schemata function globally and are not culture-dependent• users produce the discourse with speciϐic approaches to its discourse commu-nityThe speciϐic texts in electrotechnical disciplines are comprehensible to receiverswho are instructed in their core at least. Thus, the professional knowledge createsschemata in both producers’ and receivers’ brains and enable them to appro-priately decode the speciϐic message. The advantage is the discourse communityfunctions globally due to their own invention i. e. the Internet. As the speciϐicprofession deals with highly speciϐic and technical topics, the cultural dependenceof the meaning interpretation is negligible.
Sociolinguistic featuresThe global discourse community treats and cultivates their discourse on the pro-fessional and international basis and cultural and national aspects are not im-portant in this ϐield of science. The approaches of the discourse community sealthe discourse with its unique parameters that, in reverse, give its discourse com-munity its unmistakable identity. Their discourse sets the borderline betweenits professional users and those who are non-professional i. e. outsiders of thecommunity. At the same time the discourse ensures a special societal value forits users, prestige and consequently the power and ideological approach to its
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receivers. The approach to production and perception of the discourse is basedon objectivity, logics and the use of professional knowledge.
Some data…The team of 18 professionals teaches about 4,700 students p. a. of three facultiesand harbours the above-mentioned programme of English in Electrical Engineer-ing, which currently holds the amount of extra 121 students. Even though 121does not sound a lot, the main difference between these students and the others isthat these students are taught by the Department of Foreign Languages in thirty-one language, linguistic and cultural courses a year. Factoring in these data, theoverall result states that this program alone accounts for 21% of the teaching ofthe Department.
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Fig. 1: Number of students in % taught by Dept. of Foreign Languages in 2018/19 (factoring in number of
lessons per head)
Source: Internal database of The Brno University of TechnologyThe interest of the students in the above-mentioned program slightly ϐluctuatedduring the years, yet, unfortunately, it was mostly affected by the unfavourabletrend in the demographic curve of the Czech population. Natality hit its minimalvalues in 1998 and 1999 resulting in the weakest interest in the program fromCzech students in 2017/18 (see Fig. 2). Fortunately, since this program has beeninternational from the very beginning, and the interest of foreign students pre-vails, the numbers have not dropped under the critical level.The international character of the program plays an important role in mutualcommunication and interaction among the students and makes it unique in theCzech Republic, where classes are usually monolingual and ethnically homoge-nous. Majority of foreign students in the programme come from Ukraine and
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Fig. 2: Nr. of first year students in IEEE programme
Source: Internal database of The Brno University of Technology

the Russian Federation, which may indicate that the programme became merelya bicultural one. Moreover, students from neighbouring Slovakia, who are oftennot even counted among foreigners due to their cultural closeness, may appearto lower the international ‘ϐlavour’ even more. That being said, the programmehas become also quite popular in ethnically signiϐicantly different countries ofKazakhstan and Turkmenistan and students from Serbia and Croatia are on therise. The international character is further deepened by occasional students fromthe Americas.Electrical engineers are a speciϐic discourse community, with speciϐic patterns ofthinking and their minds focused on mathematical equation, used to working withempirical hard data, and adjusted to critical, logical, and analytical thinking. Onthe other hand, the experience from the Czech Republic shows electrical engineershave signiϐicant deϐiciencies in soft skills, language abilities and often social skillswhich correlate with their unique perception of the surrounding world. Takinginto consideration the job opportunities and positions of the future graduatesof the programme i. e., mainly jobs in transnational corporations, the programis designed to incorporate (apart from the electro-technical courses, of course)not just ESP and the most important ϐields of linguistics, but also cultural stud-ies. The main purpose was to mitigate future inter-cultural misunderstandings inthe increasingly globalized world and ease their communication in future jobsand to get them acquainted with the speciϐics of inter-cultural communicationaround the world. A two-semester course was introduced to cover a wide varietyof topics, acquainting students with the main realia of (not only) the Anglophoneworld, explaining speciϐics of political systems, cuisine, communications speciϐicsand body language, including also phonetics some historical events and other datanecessary to correctly assess and navigate through international and intercultural
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communication, i. e. soft skills necessary to work in multicultural environment oftransnational companies.During the eleven-year existence of the bachelor study programme the public inthe Czech Republic and also other countries has conϐirmed and acknowledged ournotion of the necessity to provide graduates with such speciϐic interdisciplinaryknowledge.
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