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Needs-based syllabus design for
students of English in Hungarian
technical universities

Csilla Sardi

Introduction

This paper! investigates issues of needs-based language course design. In particular, it
focuses on the question of how to integrate learners' language needs, identified with the
help of a needs survey, into syllabus content. This will be achieved through attempting to
translate the results of a needs analysis, which investigated the English language needs of
students in Hungarian Technical Universities, into syllabus design.

The paper is divided into four sections. Section One provides a theoretical framework for
needs-based course design (and within this syllabus design), and highlights the issues on
which the paper focuses. Section Two provides the context of the syllabus design by
outlining the research project of which the syllabus design formed part. Section Three
shows how the syllabus of the needs based course was designed, and Section Four
provides insights in relation to the limitations of the proposed syllabus.

1. Theoretical framework

Although the importance of needs analysis in terms of course design has been repeatedly
emphasised (Dubin & Olstain 1986; Hutchinson & Waters 1987; Munby 1978; Richterich
1973/1980; Robinson 1991; West 1994) the professional literature appears to treat needs
analysis and course design as separate issues (e.g.Munby 1978; Teemant et al. 1993). As a
consequence, little work has been done on creating a link between the two areas
(Brindley 1989). A possible reason for this is that the task of linking needs analysis and
course design is more complex than it may seem. The task is complex because it requires

ASp, 15-18 | 1997



Needs-based syllabus design for students of English in Hungarian technical un...

a systematic approach whereby needs analysis is developed within the framework of
course design and in concert with the theoretical assumptions which underlie course
design.

When needs analysis and course design are linked in a systematic way a number of issues
arise; three of these will be highlighted below.

One crucial question is how to conceptualise learner needs for the purposes of any given
course design. As Richterich (1983: 2). points out, “[the] very concept of language needs
has never been clearly defined and remains at best ambiguous”. This is because needs are
not abstract entities, with their own objective existence. Rather, their formulation will
depend on the theoretical position of the individuals (i.e., researchers, course designers,
teachers) who carry out the needs analysis. Lawson argues that

[n]eeds are for the educator to define against a background of normative concepts

of almost infinitive range and variety....[What] is finally established as a need is a

matter for agreement and judgement not discovery. (1979: 37)
It means that it is possible for different people involved in the same project to arrive at
different conclusions depending on their views on language, learning and teaching. It can
also mean, however, that needs analysis findings will be abandoned during course design.
This is why it is important to establish a sound theoretical framework for course design in
which the results of needs analysis will be incorporated. Thus, it is essential that the
principles arising from the designer's approach to course design are in concert with the
needs analysis procedures (Coffey 1984; Littlewood 1992b; Munby 1978; Richterich
1973/1980). In this sense, the design of the needs analysis is subordinate to and informed
by the previously established theoretical framework for course design. For example, in
the case of a language-centred course the needs analysis will concentrate on categories of
language which are in correspondence with the views the analysts have of the nature of
language (Coffey 1984; Munby 1978; Tarone 1991). It is equally possible, however, to take
a broader approach to course design and take into account processes involved in learning
(Jacobson 1986), teaching and learning strategies (Allwright 1982; Widdowson 1981) as
well as the means available in the learning situation (Crocker 1981; Holliday 1994).

There have been many attempts to differentiate between needs types, and there has been
a wide acceptance of the view that 'needs' is an umbrella term (Hutchinson & Waters
1987; Mackay & Bosquet 1981; McDonough 1984; Porcher 1983; Richterich 1983; Robinson
1991; West 1994). Such a conceptualisation of needs underpins the view that the type of
needs analysis applied by any analyst will depend on his/her understanding of what is
meant by 'needs'. It also stresses the importance of a clear, working definition of needs
for investigation purposes.

A useful classification of needs is offered by Hutchinson and Waters (1987:55-62). They
differentiate between two needs groups: (1) target needs (i.e.what the learner needs to do
in the target situation) and (2) learning needs (i.e. how the learner can acquire the
language needed in such situations). These are further divided into sub-categories. Thus,
necessities, lacks and wants belong to target needs, whereas learning strategies and
constraints are part of learning needs (for a detailed discussion on needs these types see
ibid.).

The second issue which needs to be mentioned here is how to integrate needs analysis
findings into course design. Berwick (1989) points out that, in general, three types of

” o

responses are possible to identified needs: “ignoring them”, “interpreting them” and
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“applying them directly” (op. cit.: 55). He also notes that the most usual response is some
kind of interpretation by the expert.

The third important issue in terms of integrating needs analysis findings into course
design is that needs may conflict. Conflicts can arise between different parties involved in
the needs analysis in relation to a number of stages of the teaching and learning process
(Robinson 1991: 8). Normally, there are three parties (i.e. the teacher, the learners and
the company) involved in an ESP situation (Johns & Dudley-Evans 1980; West 1994),
whereas it is the teacher's and the learners' needs that can be taken into account in the
case of General English courses. It is also possible to turn to other sources of information,
for example to former students and to people working in the target situation (Allen &
Spada 1983; Richterich 1973/1980). Jones (1991) notes that the differing needs of these
parties may result in constraint. It is therefore crucial for the designer to decide whose
needs to give priority to when using the results of needs analysis for course design
purposes.

What follows is an attempt to show how the issues raised in this section were dealt with
when proposing a syllabus based on the English language needs of Technical University
students. Before doing that, however, it is necessary to include a brief outline of the
research project within which the development of the syllabus took place in order to
understand the context of our syllabus design.

2. Context

The starting point of the research project was the hypothesis that there was a
discrepancy between (1) the objectives and outcomes of existing EFL courses in
Hungarian Technical Universities, and (2) the English language needs of the EFL students
as defined by: the requirements of the labour market, the academic environment and
situations occurring in students' everyday life.

The research focused on Technical Universities which offered three- and four- year
courses (miiszaki foiskola).? In 1996, an analysis was carried out into students' English
language needs, and it had two aims. One was to test the above hypothesis. The other was
to provide a basis for the design of a needs-based English language course (and within
this a needs-based syllabus).

Four target groups were involved in the investigation: (1) students who majored in
technical subjects and learned English as part of their course requirements in Hungarian
Technical Universities, (2) their EFL teachers within the universities, (3) subject lecturers
teaching technical subjects to the students, and (4) representatives of companies all over
Hungary.

The analysis confirmed the hypothesis and showed that there was a discrepancy, in many
respects, between the present teaching and learning situation and the students' needs.
These are summarised below:

1. Students felt that they needed more focus on vocational and academic English than was
provided during language instruction.

2. Students wanted to concentrate on grammar, translation, speaking and understanding

more than EFL teachers felt it necessary. They also felt that less time should have been
devoted to reading and writing.
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3. A strong discrepancy was found between students' and EFL teachers' perception
regarding the usefulness of different classroom activities. All in all, students seemed to
rely on traditional methods more than teachers did, although some modern methods (e.g.
problem solving, role, play) were more popular with students.

4. Students' level of English language proficiency was not sufficient to fulfil the

employers' requirements in work situations.

5. EFL teachers assumed that students would use English more often for general purposes
whereas students thought the opposite.

6. Students appeared willing to use English for academic purposes more often than was
required by subject lecturers and was expected by EFL teachers.

7. Employees needed English frequently for various purposes within the vocational
domain and it was evident that such uses were not given the focus they deserved in EFL
courses in Hungarian Technical Universities.
It is beyond the purposes of the present paper to discuss the discrepancies in detail (for a
more detailed account see Sardi 1996, 1998).

The needs survey also made it possible to identify learners' needs which were then
translated into course design. In particular, a syllabus and a methodological framework
were proposed. In Section Three, an attempt is made to show how needs were translated
into syllabus design. Focused attention will be given to the issues raised in Section One.

3. Designing a needs-based syllabus

The following issues were highlighted in Section One:

1. It is essential to provide a clear working definition of needs which is based on the
theoretical assumptions underlying course design.

2. It is also essential to decide what to do with the identified needs (i.e. ignore, interpret
or adopt them).

3. Furthermore, it is important to decide whose needs take priority when needs of
different target groups conflict.

We discuss below how these issues were respectively taken into account when designing
the syllabus of our needs-based English language course.

Working definition of needs

Although recent approaches to syllabus design (e.g. Prahbu 1987, Breen 1984, Long 1985,
Long and Crookes 1992) emphasise the importance of the learning process, and therefore,
cross the line between syllabus and methodology, I would argue that it is by no means the
role of the syllabus to determine how language learning should be achieved. Instead, the
role of the syllabus is to provide guidelines in terms of what the language instruction
aims to achieve. In other words, its role is to specify content.’

If we accept the above statement it follows that needs which are intended to be included
in the syllabus should be conceptualised along the lines of Hutchinson and Waters' target
language needs, both necessities and wants (1987). In other words, the aim of the needs
analysis should be to identify what the learners need to know in order to function
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effectively in target domains. Two questions arise at this point: 1. In what domains do the
learners need to use the target language? 2. In what form should the target needs within
these domains be conceptualised (e.g., structures, lexis, communicative functions,
situations, skills etc.)?

As far as the first question is concerned, the hypothesis was that Technical University
students needed to use English in vocational, academic and everyday life domains. The
needs survey confirmed the hypothesis and showed that both the vocational and the
academic environment required these students to be able to use English. Furthermore,
students expressed their subjective needs in terms of using the language in these domains
as well as in everyday life. (I will return to these findings later when discussing the issue
of conflicting needs.)

On the basis of the above results it became possible to identify the broad aims of the
needs-based course: The aim of instruction is to develop the ability in the learners to
engage, in a skilled way, in communication with members of the English speaking
community. The instruction will concentrate on the domains where learners are and will
be required to use their command of the language. The three domains are vocational,
academic and everyday life.

As far as the second question is concerned, target needs were not defined in the form of
linguistic items. On a practical level, it was taken into consideration that most
participants of the survey were not familiar with concepts specific to the field of foreign
language teaching and learning. Also, expressing needs in terms of linguistic elements
would raise the expectation that the respondents devote time to the linguistic analysis of
the target domains. Such an expectation is highly unrealistic.

At this point, it is possible to argue that the analysts themselves should investigate the
target domains in order to carry out the linguistic analysis and base the syllabus design
on the results. There are, however, a number of arguments which reject, on a theoretical
level, syllabus content specification, and as a consequence needs specification, in the
form of linguistic items. Thus, it is maintained that linguistic items do not possess the
properties of language as a whole (Vygotsky 1986), they do not model language in its
active state (Lantolf & Appel 1994, McNeill 1986), and they do not represent the way
language is acquired (Larsen-Freeman & Long 1991:88-96, Widdowson 1990, Wilkins 1976).
(It is beyond the scope of the present paper to investigate these issues any further here.)

The above statements formed part of the theoretical framework for the needs-based
course design and, therefore, were relevant in terms of designing the needs-based
syllabus. On the basis of these statements, it was possible to determine how to
conceptualise language for teaching purposes, which in turn made it possible to decide in
what form target language needs should be conceptualised.

For the purposes of target language teaching, language is viewed as a holistic system. It is
conceptualised as action (i.e. when it is in use as opposed to looking at it as a static object)
(McNeill 1986). As such, it forms part of a greater entity, activity. It means that language
is always directed towards certain goals, it is driven by motives and determined by the
context in which it takes place (for a discussion on the conceptualisation of language
within Activity Theory see Lantolf & Appel 1994; Wertsch 1979; Leont'ev 1981).

Target language needs were defined in accordance with the theoretical framework

outlined above, where language is looked at as part of human activities. Since human
activities are characterised by their context as well as the motives and goals of the
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participants it was not possible to predict and list every activity in which the use of
English is possibly be needed by the students. What was possible, however, is to arrive at
a list of real-life tasks which the students needed to be able to fulfil! By “task” I mean the
description of what needs to be done as opposed to what is actually done (i.e., activity). In
this sense, tasks are schematic in nature, and they come to life in the form of activities.
Target language needs were investigated in the form of tasks within our needs survey
(See Appendix 1 for the identified needs, in the form of tasks, of different target groups.)

What to do with identified needs?

It was mentioned in Section One that there are three possible ways of relating to
identified needs. We can ignore them, interpret them or adopt them directly (Berwick
1989). As far as our needs based syllabus design is concerned, every attempt was made not
to ignore learner needs. It was not possible, however, to include the identified needs
directly into the syllabus. This is because our definition of target language needs for
needs analysis purposes (i.e., tasks)was not identical with the unit of the proposed
syllabus (for a definition see the subsequent paragraphs). Therefore, it was not possible to
claim that the identified needs, arranged in a certain order, should form the contents of
the syllabus.

While the English language needs of students were identified in terms of tasks it was
stated that the aim of the proposed English language course was not simply to provide
the learners with opportunities to fulfil tasks by carrying out activities. Rather, the aim
was to develop the ability in the learners to engage, in a skilled way, in activities where
interaction between the individual and the environment was carried out with the
inclusion of the target language. Therefore, skills were proposed as the syllabus unit.

Within the theoretical framework for syllabus design skills were defined as a
characteristic feature of human activities (such as language behaviour). In general, an
activity is carried out in a skilled way if a sufficient amount of attention is available for its
completion, the performer is capable of anticipating subsequent actions, the behaviour is
not stereotyped, the operations involved are automated. Skills are made up of subskills
which are in a very complex interdependent relationship with one another. The smooth
integration of subskills is crucial from the point of view of skilful engagement in
activities. Part of the subskills are target language specific in nature. There are also
subskills involved which are not specific to the target language. Research findings suggest
that, to a certain degree at least, the two types of subskills develop together rather than
in entire separation (Clarke 1980).

Proposing skills as the unit of analysis made it necessary to interpret learner needs in
order to develop the syllabus. This was done by analysing every identified task in terms of
what skills the students needed to develop in order to carry them out.* (See Appendix 2
for the complete list of skills.)

What follows is an example of a task analysed in terms of the skills that are required to
participate in it (see table 1).

ASp, 15-18 | 1997



44

45

46

Needs-based syllabus design for students of English in Hungarian technical un...

Table 1. Example of a task: reading professional literature

Skills:

1. Following text when reading

2. Taking notes when reading

3. Summarising the contents of text orally/in a written form
4. Reproducing contents of text using one's own words

5.Reading in a critical way in order to express one's own opinion

A further example is the task of attending training courses in English (see table 2).

Table 2. Example of a task: attending training courses in English

Skills:

1. Taking notes during lectures

2. Writing essays of different length
3. Giving presentations in English
4. Discussing subject related topics
5. Discussing problems

6. See skills 1-5 in the case of Reading professional literature

It can be seen from the above example that some of the skills were required in the case of
both reading the literature and attending training courses in English. Indeed, skills overlapped
in the case of most activities which were identified during the needs survey, This fact
reduced the number of skills needed by the learners to be able to carry out activities in
vocational, academic and everyday life domains. The list of identified skills formed the
raw syllabus (i.e. without offering a sequencing of skills for teaching purposes) of the
proposed needs-based course (see Appendix 3). It is beyond the purposes of the paper to
discuss how subskills (both target language specific and non-target language specific)
were dealt with within the broader framework of the needs-based course design.

Conflicting needs

It was stated in Section One, that it is possible that different target groups express
different needs in terms of language learning, and that these needs may conflict. To a
certain extent, this was the case with the needs of the four target groups participating in
our survey. (This is one of the reasons why our hypothesis was confirmed.) As a
consequence, it was essential to decide whose needs to give priority to when designing
the course. In terms of syllabus design, it was decided to ignore EFL teachers' opinions. It
was maintained that it was not the EFL teachers' role to determine the objectives of the
language course. Rather, their role was to facilitate the achievement of these objectives.
Priority was given to the needs expressed by company representatives and subject
lecturers respectively. Target language needs expressed by the business community were
regarded the most important on the basis of the needs analysis findings (see summary in
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Section Two). Academic needs were also regarded important because subject lecturers
indicated that they required (or, in some cases, they would have liked to have been able
to require) the students to use English for academic purposes®, students appeared
motivated to use their command of the language for such purposes, and also because
vocational and academic purposes of language use overlapped to a certain extent.
Students' wants in terms of everyday life activities were also taken into consideration.

Taking into account the language needs of three target groups meant that the list of tasks
in which students needed to be able to participate was quite long. As a consequence, the
total number of skills identified on the basis of the activities was even longer. As shown in
the previous subsection, however, the overlap between tasks in terms of skills reduced
the number of candidates for syllabus items. Apart from the fact that reducing the
number of skills made the proposed language course more manageable in terms of time,
the overlap between tasks also indicated that needs do not only conflict but overlap as
well. Thus, certain skills appeared to be useful for more than just one task and domain.
For example, the skill 'providing and asking for personal information' proved useful in all
three domains, both in speaking and writing.

4. Limitations of the proposed syllabus

There were three issues the syllabus design was not concerned with. One was the
question of how to develop the identified skills in the learner. This is because it is
maintained that it is the role of methodology to deal with this question. While a
methodological framework was proposed within the research project it is beyond the
purposes of the paper to describe it here.

Similarly, the syllabus design did not provide guidelines in terms of which syllabus items
(i.e.skills) to select for the purposes of developing an actual needs-based English
language course for a given group of Technical University students. This is because our
needs analysis was carried out on a large scale. As such, it did not aim to determine what
Hutchinson and Waters (1987) call “lacks” (i.e., “the necessities the learner lacks”, 55). I
would argue that it is the role of a group-size needs analysis to determine what a group of
learners know already and what they need to focus on in relation to the already identified
target needs.

The third issue the syllabus design did not deal with relates to the sequencing of syllabus
items. Again, I would suggest that decisions should be made at group-level in relation to
the ordering of the selected skills. It is possible, however, to provide guidelines in terms
of the sequencing of syllabus content on the basis of research findings into Second
Language Acquisition (SLA). Since SLA research suggests that language development does
not take place in a linear fashion (Laufner 1990; Patkowski 1990; Pienemann 1985; Sato
1990) immediate target-like mastery should not be expected and backsliding should also
be recognised as a sign of language development. These findings suggest that skills should
be addressed more than once during a language course. This calls for a cyclic rather than
a linear ordering of the syllabus content.

Also, it is maintained that learners should be provided with a reasonable amount of

exposure to new language so that they can observe it and form hypotheses before
production is expected from them (Krashen 1982). In terms of the ordering of the syllabus
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items, it means that skills with a receptive focus should precede and serve as a basis for
skills with a productive focus.
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NOTES

1. This is one of the thirteen papers accepted for Seminar 16 (ESP: chaired by Pr. Maurizio Gotti)
in the European Society for the Study of English Conference (ESSE-4) held in Debrecen (Hungary)
in September 1997.

2. The justification of the research project is provided by the fact that the teaching of English as
a Foreign Language in Hungarian Technical Universities is crucial both to the national economy
and to individual students. In the past seven years Hungary (like other Central European
countries) has undergone radical changes in politics, economy and society. One of the
consequences of these changes is that there is a growing need for experts speaking foreign
languages in the labour market. For Technical University students it means that they need to be
able to speak at least one foreign language (very often English) for career purposes. Yet there is a
reported gap between the vocational needs of students in Hungarian Technical Universities and
the existing objectives and outcomes of their English language courses (Teemant et al. 1993).
Particularly since the amount of formal instruction is relatively small, it is essential that EFL
courses should be built around the real language needs of the students.

3. It is important to stress that providing an opportunity for content specification does not need
to mean that processes are overlooked. Within a target language course, the syllabus can (and
indeed, should) be designed in line with methodological considerations. In other words, it is
possible to design the syllabus so that it is in line with up-to-date information concerning the
nature of language learning. At the same time, it must be seen that the syllabus is not the only
instrument that can ensure that learning processes are catered for. Within the framework of
course design, a methodological framework needs to operate that provides guidelines, in concert
with our knowledge on language learning processes, in terms of what should be done in the
classroom. The syllabus, however, is nothing more than a «schematic” abstract entity
(Widdowson 1990: 127), and its role is by no means to determine the methodology and the
classroom activities of the course. It cannot be stressed enough, however, that content
specification should be done so that it lends itself to the application of methodology that
facilitates learning processes.

4. Two members of the business community and two subject lecturers were also involved in this
working process in order to make sure that the analysis was sufficient.

5. It should be noted here, however, that subject lecturers did not seem fully aware of the fact
that students could be required to use English for academic purposes more than they actually
were.
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ABSTRACTS

The usefulness of needs analysis for course design has been widely accepted in the field of target
language teaching and learning. However, despite the large amount of empirical research into
needs analysis and theoretical work into course design there does not seem to emerge any
systematic approach in terms of how to link the two areas. In other words, it is not clear how to
translate needs analysis findings into course design procedures. The paper outlines an attempt to
integrate into course design the results of a needs analysis which investigated the English
language needs of Technical University students in Hungary in 1996. Special emphasis is given to
syllabus design. The paper reports on work in progress: the syllabus design is part of a Ph.D

project which is very near completion.

L'utilité d'une analyse des besoins pour la création d'un programme a été trés largement
reconnue dans le domaine de l'enseignement et l'apprentissage des langues pour des groupes
cibles. Néanmoins, malgré la quantité de recherches empiriques sur l'analyse des besoins et les
nombreuses études théoriques sur la création des programmes, aucune approche systématique
reliant les deux domaines n'existe encore. Autrement dit, on ne sait pas encore traduire les
conclusions d'une analyse des besoins en méthode de création des programmes. Nous décrivons
l'intégration dans la création d'un programme des résultats d'une analyse des besoins en langue
anglaise d'étudiants d'une université technique hongroise. Cet article représente des travaux en
cours ; la création de ce programme fait partie d'un sujet de recherche de doctorat.
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