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Abstract: Over the past twenty years, English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has 

evolved rapidly in China in response to economic globalization, higher education 

reform, and professional demands. This article provides an analytical overview of 

ESP research and practice in China from 2001 to 2020, identifying major themes, 

instructional approaches, and policy shifts. While ESP has gained substantial 

traction, challenges such as teacher preparedness, materials development, and 

assessment practices remain. The study concludes with recommendations for 

sustainable development and future research priorities in the Chinese ESP 

landscape. 
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1. Introduction 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is a learner-centered approach to 

language teaching that focuses on developing communicative competence in a 

specific domain such as business, medicine, or engineering<sup>2</sup>. Unlike 

General English, which aims to cover broad linguistic skills, ESP is tailored to meet 

the specific needs of learners’ academic or professional fields<sup>3</sup>. 

China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 marked a 

turning point for its international engagement, prompting reforms across sectors, 

including education<sup>4</sup>. The shift toward internationalization required 

professionals capable of using English in discipline-specific contexts, sparking 

demand for ESP. 

2. The Evolution of ESP in China 

2.1 Pre-2001 Foundations 

Prior to 2001, English education in China was dominated by grammar-

translation methods focused on reading and writing for academic 

exams<sup>5</sup>. Only a limited number of universities experimented with 

ESP programs, mostly in scientific and technical fields. 

2.2 Growth Period (2001–2010) 

Following the 2001 College English Teaching Reform Outline by China's 

Ministry of Education, universities were encouraged to diversify English teaching 

based on learner needs<sup>6</sup>. ESP gained traction through curriculum 

innovation, particularly in engineering and international trade departments. 

2.3 Consolidation and Innovation (2011–2020) 

With globalization and China’s “Double First-Class” university 

initiative<sup>7</sup>, ESP became a strategic part of higher education. EMI 

(English Medium Instruction) programs grew, and researchers adopted more 

advanced approaches such as genre analysis and corpus linguistics<sup>8</sup>. 
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3. Key Research Themes 

3.1 Needs Analysis 

Needs analysis was fundamental in ESP course design in China. Researchers 

like Liu Qian and Wang Xin conducted nationwide surveys to determine students' 

and professionals’ linguistic requirements<sup>9</sup>. 

3.2 Genre-Based Pedagogy 

ESP teachers integrated Swales’ genre theory<sup>10</sup> to help learners 

understand disciplinary conventions in writing and speaking. Business English 

writing, in particular, benefited from genre awareness. 

3.3 Corpus-Based Research 

The use of specialized corpora, such as China Law English Corpus and 

Medical English Corpus, enabled data-driven teaching strategies<sup>11</sup>. 

Concordancing tools helped learners observe authentic usage patterns. 

3.4 English Medium Instruction (EMI) 

EMI saw rapid expansion in STEM fields, particularly in universities involved 

in international cooperation programs. However, challenges included linguistic 

barriers and a lack of teacher training<sup>12</sup>. 

4. Major Challenges 

Despite the progress, ESP in China faces key issues: 

Teacher Training Deficit: Many ESP instructors are trained in linguistics but 

lack professional subject knowledge<sup>13</sup>. 

Materials: Textbooks often rely on foreign examples, lacking cultural and 

professional relevance for Chinese learners<sup>14</sup>. 

Assessment: Little consensus exists on how to assess ESP proficiency 

effectively<sup>15</sup>. 

Inequality: Top-tier universities receive more support for ESP than regional 

institutions<sup>16</sup>. 
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5. Future Directions 

To strengthen ESP in China: 

Develop interdisciplinary teacher training modules that merge language 

pedagogy with field expertise<sup>17</sup>. 

Produce localized materials through collaboration between linguists and 

subject experts<sup>18</sup>. 

Incorporate AI-driven learning tools for vocabulary tracking, feedback, and 

personalized learning paths<sup>19</sup>. 

Conduct longitudinal studies to evaluate the impact of ESP on professional 

success and academic output<sup>20</sup>. 

6. Conclusion 

ESP in China has undergone significant transformation from 2001 to 2020, 

aligning English instruction with economic and educational reforms. Despite 

persistent challenges, the ongoing focus on innovation, teacher development, and 

empirical research suggests a promising trajectory for ESP’s future role in China’s 

educational system. 
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