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Abstract  

Teaching and learning vocabulary has become indispensable in most fields of study for both teachers 

and learners, especially ESP vocabulary. This current study aims at finding out the main difficulties teachers 

encounter when teaching ESP vocabulary to the investigation students at the People’s Police University 

(PPU). To complete this task, questionnaires and interviews were administered to teachers of ESP at the 

Department of Foreign Languages at the People’s Police University. In this way, main difficulties will be 

explored in terms of a lack of professional knowledge, ESP teacher- training, and insufficient time allotted 

to the ESP course. As a result, some specific solutions will be offered to improve the quality of English 

teaching and learning English in general and ESP vocabulary in particular.  
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Introduction 

Nowadays, English is considered to be one of the most widely spoken languages in the world and 

as such plays an important role in the development of several fields such as physical sciences, 

medicine, commerce, finance and banking, and police work. Consequently, the field “English for 

specific purposes” (ESP) was founded and developed to meet learners’ language requirement 

for their jobs because ESP makes great contributions to obtaining a job, earning promotions and 

performing effectively in the working world. For police forces, English plays a significant role 

because of the government’s open policies which have attracted a large number of foreign 

visitors to Vietnam for tourism, studying, business and so on. Thus, ESP is one of the most useful tools 

enabling police officers to handle cases involving foreigners, study further using English documents 

or materials and especially collaborate with foreign colleagues in the crime prevention and 

investigation fields. 

When teaching English for Specific Purposes, however, no one argues that teaching a wide range 

of specialized vocabulary is the primary goal. Up to now, teaching ESP, particularly vocabulary, 

has been far from satisfactory. In comparison to General English, ESP is viewed as something that 

is hard for language instructors to teach. 

In the context of the People’s Police University (PPU), students are taught English as a compulsory 

subject for three semesters. Throughout the 51period -course, one of the most important aims of 

these students is achieving a basic ESP vocabulary. However, in reality, students have trouble 

during their English learning process. Most of the students said that they had to deal with a wider 

range of unfamiliar words and cope with the sheer volume of specialized vocabulary. As a 

teacher of English for police investigation, the teacher herself experiences many difficulties in 

teaching vocabulary. These probably arise from a lack of specialized knowledge, which means 

teachers fail to provide detailed explanations. 

In an attempt to improve the effectiveness of the students' ESP vocabulary learning, the 

researchers decided to choose this topic for research. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. An overview of ESP and English for Police 

1.1. The Concepts of ESP 

To talk about difficulties in teaching English for Police we need to begin with the definition of 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) provided by different authors. Strevens (1988: 1) defined ‘ESP’ 

as “a particular cause of the general category of special purpose language teaching". At the 

same time, Perren (1974) suggested that an ESP course is purposeful and aims for the successful 

performance of occupational or educational roles. It is based on a rigorous analysis of students’ 

needs and should be “tailor-made.” 

According to Hutchinson & Waters (1987: 19), ESP is "an approach rather than a product to 

language teaching in which all decisions as to content and method are based on learner's reason 

for learning". For Hutchinson and Waters, the starting point in determining appropriate curriculum 

for an ESP course is identifying the learners' needs. 

These researchers believed that any ESP course might differ from another in its selection of skills, 

topics, situations and functions, and language. As stated by Perren (1974), students may be at 

any level of competence in the language: beginner, post-beginner, intermediate, etc. They may 

also attend their ESP course before embarking on their occupational or educational role, or they 

may combine their study of English with the performance of their role in English as well as their first 

language. 

1.2. Classification of ESP 

Traditionally, ESP can be classified into two major groups: English for Academic Purposes and 

English for Occupational Purposes. 

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) refers to teaching or learning English in Academic contexts 

such as at institutes, universities, and colleges in order to meet Academic requirements. Kennedy 

et al (1984:4) stated that: “EAP is taught generally within educational institutions to students 

reading English in their studies.” EAP can be described as teaching specific skills such as: reading 

texts, writing reports, taking notes and so on. 

English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) means that English is either used or learned in order to 

complete the occupational requirements which may include fields as diverse as medicine, law, 
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administration, banking, finance, business and so forth. Similarly, Kennedy et al (1984:4) point out 

that: “EOP is taught in a situation in which learners need to use English as part of their work 

profession.” A similar definition of EOP given by Dudley Evans et al (1998:7) says that: “The term 

EOP refers to English that is not for academic purposes, it includes professional purposes in 

administration, medicine, law and business and vocational purposes for non- professionals in work 

or pre-study work.” In short, it can be said that EOP which is either used for professional or 

vocational purposes, is tasked with preparing learners to deal with job requirements in the future. 

However, according to Hutchinson and Walters (1987), there is no clear distinction between EAP 

and EOP because people may work while studying at the same time. Thus, the language which is 

learned may be used in the working environment. So, it can be said that both EAP and EOP have 

the same aim which is the necessary language proficiency for a specific career-oriented task. 

Therefore, English for Police has the following characteristics: 

1. Designed to meet specified needs of the learners in the field of Electronic Engineering. 

2. Related in content (that is in its general themes and specific topics) to Electronic 

disciplines, occupations and activities. 

3. Centered on language appropriate to Electronic activities in syntax, lexis discourse, 

semantics and so on, as well as the analysis of the discourse. 

1.3. Important aspects of ESP Vocabulary Teaching 

1.3.1. Word Formation 

As stated by Harmer (2001), students need to know how suffixes and prefixes work because many 

specialized lexical items, either technical or sub-technical, consist of a root and a prefix or suffix of 

Latin or Greek origin such as micro-, multi-, - logy, -tion, or -ate. It is useful for a student to figure out 

the meaning of a word using his/her knowledge of the meaning of a prefix or a suffix. For example, 

if students know the meaning of “micro”, “able” and “un”, this will help them figure out the 

meaning of words such as “microprocessors”, “enable”, and “ungrateful”. 

According to Kennedy & Bolitho (2004; 59) presented two areas: the meaning of prefixes and 

suffixes, and the identification of word classes whereas Trimble (1985; 131) pays attention to 

compound nouns. Vocabulary items are built by combining two words: a noun and a verb, or two 

nouns, or a gerund and a noun to make one item: a mixing desk, a sound engineer. In short, “there 

is a strong relationship between the root of the word and its suffix” (Kennedy & Bolitho, 2004: 61). 

1.3.2. Word Form 

When teaching vocabulary. The teacher has to introduce the correct pronunciation and spelling. 

For many students, the complex relationship between sound and spelling in English seems to make 

the language inexplicable. When we consider the number of homophones such as flower/flour or 

meat / meet, along with the number of similar forms that differ wildly in their pronunciation like 

read/ read, it is easy to understand the difficulty encountered in learning English vocabulary. 

1.3.3. Grammar 

As Gains & Redman (1986) stated, two main pedagogical issues such as the highlighting of regular 

and irregular forms, and the role of source books can be used to allow learners to be self- sufficient. 

If the new item is not obviously covered by general grammatical rules, its grammar will need to 

be taught. In the classroom, teachers need to clarify regular forms and commonly used irregular 

forms for students. For example, when teaching the verb “to make”, the teacher has to give its 

past tense form “made” because it is an irregular verb. Also, he/she might present a verb with its 

related constructions such as: the “infinitive” form, the “ing” form, a “that clause”, a “preposition” 

or nothing at all. For example, the two words “to want” and “to enjoy” may be presented together 

with the verb forms that normally follow them (want to do/ enjoy doing). Similarly, when presenting 

a noun, teachers should clarify whether it is countable, uncountable or both. Next, if the noun is 

countable, its plural form may be either regular or irregular in form. 

1.3.4. Aspects of Meaning 

Aspects of meaning include denotation, connotation, appropriateness and meaning 

relationships. 

The meaning of a word is primarily what it refers to in the real word, or its denotation. This is often 

the sort of definition given in a dictionary. For example, “bird” denotes an animal that can fly. 

“Rain”, “wind” denote natural phenomena. 

A less obvious component of the meaning of an item is its connotation: the associations, or positive 

or negative feelings it evokes which may or may not be indicated in a dictionary definition. 

Connotation includes the stylistic, affective, evaluative, intensifying, and pragmatic 
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communicative values the word acquires by virtue of where, when, how, and by whom, for what 

purpose and in what context said word is or may be used. For example, the word “dog” has 

positive connotations of friendship and loyalty in English, but in Arabic, it has negative associations 

of dirt and inferiority. 

Appropriateness is a subtler aspect of meaning that often needs to be taught. It indicates whether 

the usage of a particular item is appropriate in a certain context or not. Thus, it is useful for a learner 

to know that a certain word is very common, relatively rare, or even taboo in polite conversation, 

or tends to be used in writing but not in speech or is more suitable for formal than information 

discourse, or belongs to a certain dialect. For example, in the United States, the word “sidewalk” 

has the same meaning as the word “pavement” in Great Britain. 

The meaning of a word can only be understood and learnt in terms of its relationship with other 

words in the target language. Meaning relationships are therefore useful in teaching ESP 

vocabulary There are various relationships such as: synonyms, hyponyms, and antonyms. 

Synonyms: items that mean the same or nearly the same, for example, flat, apartment. 

Hyponyms: terms that more specifically identify items, for example: “apple”, “pear” and “plum” 

are hyponyms of fruits. 

Antonyms: items that mean the opposite: “big” is an antonym of “small.” 

All these can be exploited to clarify the meaning of a new item when teaching vocabulary 

especially with regard to practice or test materials. 

1.3.5. Pronunciation and Spelling 

The concept of pronunciation includes the sound of the language, or its phonology, as well as its 

stress, rhythm, and intonation (Penny Urs,1991). In most languages, the difference between 

pronunciation and spelling may lead to difficulties in teaching and learning the vocabulary of a 

particular foreign language. For example, the letter ‘e’ in Vietnamese is always pronounced /e/ 

whereas this letter can be pronounced /e/ (engineer) or /i/ (equipment) in English. Schmitt & 

McCarthy (1997:142-145) concluded that “There may be a gap between the learner’s ability to 

perceive a word and his/ her ability to pronounce it correctly”. 

As stated by Ruth Gairns & Stuart Redman (1986), the complex relationship between sound and 

spelling in English seems to make the language inexplicable to foreign learners. This can result in 

learners failing to understand words in connected speech that they understand perfectly when 

encountered in written English. Careful attention to pronunciation is, therefore, an essential part 

of vocabulary teaching if new lexis is to be used effectively and understood without difficulty in 

spoken English. The way an English is written, may give no clues as to its similarity in pronunciation. 

Long words are considered more problematic than short ones because of number of variables. 

From the above information, it has to be acknowledge that the lack of consistency between 

spelling and pronunciation makes it exceedingly difficult if not impossible to base pronunciation 

on the written form of an English word. 

2. What is ESP Vocabulary 
In general, English vocabulary includes grammatical words, basic lexical words, and auxiliaries. 

ESP vocabulary refers to a word or a group of words in the form of a noun phrase used as a special 

lexical unit in a specific field with a meaning specific to that field (Nation, 2001). ESP varies in 

accordance with different fields of study such as engineering, medical sciences, and applied 

linguistics. 

Similarly, Hatch and Brow (1995: 312) consider ESP vocabulary as “special lexical items appear in 

most professions, and every field has special vocabulary to cover abstract concept. Kennedy and 

Bolitho (1984:56-58) provide the following specialized word categories for teaching purposes. 

In ESP teaching, it is necessary to convey subject-specific vocabulary, which is non-core as far as 

the language as a whole is concerned. Carter states that subject-specific vocabulary should be 

considered non-core because of its lack of neutrality and association with specialized topics such 

as law, crimes, prison, punishments and so on (Carter, 1988:172). Learners with specific or 

academic purposes may need to acquire them from certain texts and lessons designed to teach 

subject-specific core vocabulary. Moreover, according to Hutchinson and Waters (1987), ESP 

should be seen as an approach to language teaching directed by clear and specific reasons for 

learning. Nowadays, many learners learning ESP learn English for their specific uses, especially 

specialized words and terminologies which will be needed in their future jobs. The aim of their ESP 

vocabulary acquisition will be to build professional vocabulary. 
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3. What is English for Police Vocabulary 
English for Police vocabulary consists of specialized words, terminologies, definitions or concepts 

relating to the field of law enforcement, and police work which help police students better 

understand and effectively use them in their practice when dealing with cases involving foreigners 

such as traffic accidents, administrative checks, immigrant administration, forensic science, 

information exchange, and international cooperation in crime prevention. Moreover, English for 

police vocabulary also enables students to master language skills with the aim of carrying out 

professional missions in international environments, pursuing further studies using English materials, 

or promoting international cooperation with foreign partners in the field of crime prevention and 

investigation. One of the most important roles of English for police vocabulary is the performance 

of interpreting and translation during international dialogues and conferences. To deliver a good 

translation or interpretation, the officers must understand the specialized terminologies and 

concepts as well as the cultural and political environment of the countries we are working with.  

4. Teachers’ Difficulties in Teaching ESP Vocabulary 
4.1. Teachers’ Linguistic Difficulties in Teaching ESP Vocabulary  

According to Fries (1963) meaning at the social level is the meaning that exceeds the language 

code and is related to the background knowledge native speakers have of that code. Complete 

understanding of the meaning of a sentence occurs only when the linguistic meaning of the 

sentence is fitted into a social framework of organized information. For mastery of a foreign 

language Fries (1945:100) argues that “one must find some substitute for the kind of background 

he has in his own language.” The English teacher who cannot fill the inevitable gaps in specialized 

lexis will constitute an appreciable problem. This is, unexpectedly perhaps, far greater in size and 

degree of difficulty for the teacher than the student. There are three reasons for this: (a) The 

teacher will need to know the basic lexis of a wide range of different specializations, whereas 

each group of students will only be concerned with a limited number of inter-related 

specializations. (b) the students will be acquainted with many lexical items since they will be similar 

in form to their vernacular equivalent or will be universally – used technical terms. Finally, (c) the 

teacher will, in many cases, have to learn certain industry specific concepts as well as their 

linguistic form. Another problem for the teacher is that even the comparatively small number of 

items which comprise the ‘core- language’ of science and technology (i.e. those of high 

frequency and wide range across the disciplines) are likely to pose numerous difficulties. 

According to Strevens (1988), one of the most common difficulties for ESP teachers is the gap 

between the learner’s knowledge of a specialized subject and the teacher’s ignorance of it, 

except for some fortunate cases in which the ESP teacher actually does have specialist 

knowledge of the subject. Actually, there is no other way to avoid this gap. The teacher, therefore, 

has to accept it and come to terms with it. That is the reason why an ESP teacher must have all 

the aspects of knowledge of the specialized subject. 

As stated by Robinson (1980), ESP teachers often face such difficulties as: a lack of sufficient 

preparation time, personal and professional isolation from teachers of the specialized subject, 

and/or the content may be very specific requiring a high degree knowledge and skill from the 

teachers. ESP teachers, therefore, have to struggle to master language and subject matter 

beyond the bounds of their previous experience because most of them have been trained to 

teach General English and have unexpectedly found themselves required to teach texts whose 

content they know little or nothing about. 

The same is true of all teachers teaching English at the PPU. They are teachers of GE who lack the 

experience, requisite specialized knowledge and choice of appropriate teaching methodologies. 

These seem to be their major concerns. Obviously, it is not easy and it takes time for the teachers 

to become familiar with the ESP course materials as well as the language related to the subject. 

In order to achieve the expected outcome, the teachers cannot simply give up but rather meet 

those challenges head o. 

4.2. Teachers’ Pedagogical Difficulties in Teaching ESP Vocabulary 

The difficulties in teaching ESP vocabulary have attracted the attention of researchers, as they 

are one of the prominent issues that need analyzing and understanding. Some researchers that 

have carried out in- depth investigations into the matter are Flood (1975) Jones & Roe (1975), Bell 

(1996), Chung & Nation (2004), Nation (2001). The results of these studies have shown the existing 

difficulties in teaching and learning vocabulary such as the lack of background knowledge and 

cultural understanding, poor ability to understand technical terms, and unsuitable teaching 
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material. Dealing with all types of ESP vocabulary is too broad a topic for a study this size. Thus, this 

study focused on investigating the linguistic and pedagogical challenges that the teachers 

encounter in teaching ESP vocabulary at the PPU. 

The researcher has discussed the main background of information about teaching English 

vocabulary for Special Purposes, methods of teaching ESP vocabulary and some problems 

encountered when teaching ESP vocabulary. This theoretical review is necessary for the following 

parts on methodology and data analysis. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

1. Research Methods 
This study is considered an exploratory-study, in which the author has tried to identify the ESP 

teaching situation, the main difficulties for teachers imparting ESP vocabulary to police students 

as well as recommendations to improve the quality of ESP teaching at the People’s Police 

University. Thus, both quantitative and qualitative data has been gathered in order to meet the 

needs of this study. Questionnaires were mainly used for quantitative data gathering, whereas 

interviews were used to collect qualitative data. 

2. Research Questions 
The study tried to answer the following questions to achieve the aims mentioned. 

1. What difficulties do teachers encounter when teaching ESP vocabulary to police students 

at the PPU? 

2. What solutions should be offered to help instructors teach ESP vocabulary to police 

students at the PPU effectively? 

3. Participants 

The research dealt with the difficulties teachers encountered when teaching ESP vocabulary to 

police students, so the participants of the study were 10 teachers working in the Department of 

Foreign Languages at the PPU during the first semester of the 2019-2020 academic year. Of the 10 

participants, 3 were female and 7 males whose ages varied from 31 to 43. Most of the teachers 

have been teaching English for several years and are both teaching General English and ESP. 

Among the 10 participants, there were, 7 Masters of Arts (70 %) and 3 Bachelors (30%). The 

researcher has tried to identify the difficulties faced by the teachers in ESP instruction in order to 

offer some useful solutions or recommendations to improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and 

learning at the PPU in the near future. 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

1. Findings 
1.1. Difficulties in Teaching ESP Vocabulary to Police Students 

Teachers’ linguistic Difficulties 

It is essential to find out the exact difficulties encountered when teaching ESP vocabulary to police 

students in order to help teachers do this more effectively in the future. The results for teachers’ 

linguistic difficulties were titled Group A and divided into 4 sub-groups: Group A1: Pronouncing 

and looking up new words (Questions 1 and 9); Group A2: Meaning of specialized words 

(Questions 2 and 8); Group A3: Finding the meaning of unfamiliar, Latin and borrowed words 

(Questions 5, 6 and 7); Group A4: Explaining and translating specialized words. The results from the 

investigation into the difficulties are as follows: 
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Figure 1 Teachers’ linguistic difficulties 

 

A1: Pronouncing and looking up new words; 

A2: Meaning of specialized words; 

A3: Finding the meaning of unfamiliar, Latin and borrowed words; 

A4: Explaining and translating specialized words. 

Understanding the students’ linguistic difficulties in teaching ESP vocabulary is very important, 

especially at the People’s Police University. By doing this, teachers may adjust or employ more 

appropriate methods to improve their effectiveness in teaching ESP vocabulary to police students. 

Figure 1 show the linguistic difficulties teachers encounter when teaching ESP vocabulary to police 

students. It is clear that 75% of the respondents reported it being difficult to pronounce the lengthy 

words and look up new words whereas 25% find it easy. In this field, 90% of teachers said that it is 

difficult and very difficult to pronounce lengthy words, while only 10% believed it is easy and very 

easy. So, it can be posited that, enabling students to pronounce ESP vocabulary correctly may 

help them feel confident in class and consequently eager to take part in other activities in class. 

Regarding looking up new words in the dictionary, 70% of respondents found it difficult to do that 

in comparison with 30% who said it is easy and very easy. During the interviews, the overall 

percentage of interviewees who mentioned it is difficult and very difficult to pronounce lengthy 

words and look up new words is 35% in that they said: 

(I think when teaching ESP to police students at the PPU, teachers often face the following 

difficulties: The first is…... The third is that it is difficult to pronounce the long ESP words or expressions. 

The final one is….) 

(In the linguistic difficulties: they face with the main difficulties such as…; how to pronounce the 

lengthy words;…) 

(In my opinion, the main difficulty teachers face is that it is very difficult to …. It is difficult to 

pronounce long ESP words and terminologies. ...) 

(I think when teaching ESP to police students at the PPU, teachers have difficulty in ….; looking up 

the meaning in dictionary; ...) 

(In my opinion, Teaching ESP at the PPU, the main difficulties teachers face are that …….; looking 

up the meaning of the words in dictionary because they have different meanings compared with 

GE;…) 

(In the linguistic difficulties: they face with the main difficulties such as ….; looking up the meaning 

of new words and …) 

Concerning understanding and explaining the meaning of specialized words or terminology 

which is considered one of the most important factors in conveying ESP vocabulary, 75% of 

teachers believed that it is difficult to understand and explain the meaning of specialized words 

and terminology. In the questionnaire, 80% of the participants indicated that it is difficult to 

understand the meaning of professional or specialized words and terminology compared with 

20% who thought it is easy and 70% think that it is difficult to explain the meaning of specialized 

words and terminology while 30% of participants found it easy to do. In general, professional or 

specialized words have different meaning in ESP compared to that used in GE. For example, the 

word “sentence” indicates a group of words, usually containing a verb which expresses a thought 

in the form of statement, question or explanation in GE, however, in ESP it means a punishment 

handed down by a judge in court to a person or organization after they have been found guilty 

of doing something wrong. The interviews showed that 45% of those asked about the difficulties in 

teaching ESP vocabulary to police students answered understanding and explaining the meaning 

of professional or specialized words and terminology. In their replies, they stated that: 
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(In the linguistic difficulties: they face with the main difficulties such as understanding the meaning 

of specialized words;….) 

(In my opinion, Teaching ESP at the PPU, the main difficulties teachers face are that understanding 

and explaining the meaning of specialized words and terminologies;…) 

(I think when teaching ESP to police students at the PPU, teachers have difficulty in understanding 

the meaning of specialized words;…) 

It is also important to mention the meaning of polysemantic, unfamiliar, Latin and borrowed words 

in ESP teaching and learning. Table 1 revealed that 75% of teachers find it difficult to understand 

the meaning of the polysemantic, unfamiliar, Latin and borrowed words. In this group, 70% of 

teachers believed that it is difficult to understand the meaning of unfamiliar words compared with 

30% who think it is easy. Moreover, the percentage of those thinking it is difficult to understand the 

meaning of borrowed words is 90% whereas only 10% think it is easy to do so. With regard to 

understanding the meaning of Latin words, 60% think it is difficult compared with 40% who find it 

easy. As you know, English has gone through many periods during which large numbers of words 

from a particular language were borrowed. The waves of borrowing during periods of especially 

strong contact are sharply delimited and can overlap. For example, the words “jail, judge, jury, 

evidence, prison, verdict, crime, law, and government” are borrowed from French. 

In the interview, the statistics presented in Figure 2 showed that only 20% of the participants 

interviewed answered that it is difficult to understand the meaning of polysemantic, unfamiliar, 

Latin and borrowed words in ESP teaching and learning. After accumulating their ideas, the 

researcher has found the most common and significant ideas are as follows: 

(In the linguistic difficulties: they face with the main difficulties such as…; understanding borrowed 

words; understanding the meaning of polysemantic…) 

(I think when teaching ESP to police students at the PPU, teachers have difficulty in…; 

understanding the Latin and borrowed words;…) 

The Table mentioned above also illustrates the teachers’ linguistic difficulties in explaining and 

translating the meaning of words used in professional practice (specialized words). It is interesting 

to find that the average percent of respondents thinking it is very difficult to explain and translate 

specialized words is 66,6%. In this group, 70% of teachers believed that it is difficult to understand 

and explain idiomatic expression compared with 30% who thought it is easy and 70 % expressed 

the opinion that it is difficult and very difficult to translate specialized words and expressions into 

Vietnamese whereas the percentage of teachers who believed that it is difficult and very difficult 

to understand the meaning of phrasal verbs is 60%. In the interview, 40% of teachers who were 

asked, answered that they have great difficulties explaining and translating the meaning of 

professional practice words (specialized words). In their answers, they said that: 

(In the linguistic difficulties: they face with the main difficulties such as …; translating into 

Vietnamese; …) 

(In my opinion, the main difficulty teachers face is that it is very difficult to …... It is also difficult to 

translate into Vietnamese….) 

In short, it is evident that teachers of ESP vocabulary at the PPU face several difficulties relating to 

linguistics. Among them, understanding the meaning of specialized words and terminology is one 

of the most remarkable issues, which strongly affects the quality of teaching and learning ESP 

vocabulary. The next most prevalent linguistic difficulty that teachers often face is finding and 

understanding the meaning of unfamiliar, polysemantic, Latin, and borrowed words. 

Teachers’ Pedagogical Difficulties 

In order to find out more details about teachers’ difficulties, the researcher also asked about 

teachers’ pedagogical difficulties. The researcher carried out interviews with 10 participants in the 

Department of Foreign Languages at the PPU. To make it easy to understand the teachers’ 

pedagogical, B group difficulties are divided into small groups of problems with similar features: 

Group B1: Using visual aids and games in teaching ESP (Questions 1 and 10); Group B2: Using 

activities in classes (Questions 2, 3, 8 and 9); Group B3: Using gestures and target language to 

explain new words (Questions 4 and 5); Group B4: Choosing suitable methods (Questions 6 and 

7). The data was also represented in Table 2 and Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 Teachers’ pedagogical difficulties 

 

B1: Using visual aids and games in teaching ESP; 

B2: Applying activities in classes; 

B3: Using body and target language to explain new words; 

B4: Choosing suitable methods. 

Figure 2 illustrate the pedagogical difficulties teachers often face when teaching ESP vocabulary 

to police students at the PPU. It can be seen from Table 2 that 70% of the respondents believed 

that it is difficult to use visual aids such as pictures, videos, and real objects as well as games when 

teaching ESP vocabulary. Visual aids and games make it easier and more exciting for the students 

to learn ESP, especially vocabulary, but in this group, 80% thought that it is difficult to use visual 

aids such as pictures, videos, and real objects when teaching ESP vocabulary. Whereas, only 20% 

think it is easy. Also 60% shared that they feel it is difficult to use games to teach ESP vocabulary 

while 40% think it is easy. 

In the interviews, 30 % of the interviewees said that it is difficult to use visual aids such as pictures, 

videos, and real objects along with games in teaching ESP vocabulary at the PPU when they said: 

“Teachers have difficulties in …. and using visual aids such as real objects, video to teach ESP.” 

(I think when teaching ESP to police students at the PPU, teachers have difficulty in …. using real 

objects such as guns, bombs in teaching ESP and …..) 

(In pedagogical difficulties: they face with …..using games and real objects to teach ESP 

vocabulary...) 

Moreover, the statistics in Figure 2 show that 65% of the teachers stated that they also find it difficult 

to use activities in the classroom in the process of teaching ESP vocabulary in comparison to 35% 

of participants who think that it is easy. Also, 60% said that they feel it is difficult to read new words 

aloud and write them on the board compared with 40% reporting that it is easy. Moreover, 70% 

believed it is difficult to introduce new words in context and give examples while only 30% thought 

it is easy. 70% of the teachers who were questioned answered that they often find it difficult to ask 

students to list as many new words about the topic as possible on the board in comparison to 30% 

of participants who think it is easy. Finally, 60% of respondents think that it is very difficult to make 

sentences with given words while 40% think it is easy. While the result of the interviews revealed 

that only 25% teachers experienced difficulties in using activities in the classroom during ESP 

teaching when they said: 

(In pedagogical difficulties: they face with … introducing new words in the lessons….) 

(In pedagogical difficulties: they face ….; making sentences with given words;….) 

(Teachers also deal with introducing the new words in lessons.) 

(Furthermore, in pedagogy, they face with …..; making sentences with given words, …. and 

reading aloud the new words and writing them on the blackboard.) 

Concerning the use of gestures and target language in teaching ESP, as illustrated in Table 2, it is 

obvious that it is necessary to use gestures and target language to explain the meaning of new 

words as it makes it possible for the students to further understand the words they have learned. 

75% of the teachers revealed their feeling that it is difficult to use gestures and target language to 

explain new words because they sometimes cannot find the correct equivalence between the 

two languages, as some English words cannot be fully and accurately explained in Vietnamese. 

It can be seen in this section that 70 % of the respondents believed that it is difficult to use mime, 

gestures and facial expressions to explain the meanings of new words meanwhile 30% thought it 

is easy. Furthermore, 80% said that it is difficult to use the target language to define new words. It 
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was more clearly expressed by some of the participants’ comments in the interviews with 30% of 

the teachers answering that it is difficult and very difficult to use gestures or facial expressions and 

target language to define new words when they said: 

“I think when teaching ESP to police students at the PPU, teachers have difficulty in ….. Moreover, 

teachers also have difficulty in using gestures or facial expression to explain the new words.” 

(In my opinion, the main difficulty teachers face is that …..Besides, teachers also face with using 

target language to define the new words.) 

(In pedagogical difficulties: they face with….; using the target language to explain the new 

words;……) 

The Figure above also illustrates the difficulties in selecting suitable methods for teaching ESP. In 

teaching English in general and ESP in particular, it is said that methods play an important role in 

the process of teaching and learning. It is clearly seen from the Figure 2 that 75% of the 

interviewees said that it is difficult to apply suitable methods when teaching ESP compared with 

25% of teachers thinking it is easy. While in the interview, the results showed that 60% of respondents 

feel it is very difficult to select suitable methods in teaching ESP vocabulary because they think 

that teaching ESP only focuses on vocabulary, so there are few methods that can be applied. 

From the analysis of the data, it can be concluded that choosing suitable methods plays an 

important role in teaching ESP vocabulary at the PPU as well as using target language to define 

new words. Both of them represent big obstacles to teachers when teaching ESP. 

Improving the Effectiveness of ESP Teaching and Learning 

With the linguistic and pedagogical difficulties presented above, the researcher continued to 

seek ways to improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning at the PPU in order to answer 

the second research question in Chapter 1: What solutions should be offered to help instructors 

teach ESP vocabulary effectively to police students at the PPU? The solutions renamed Group C 

are divided into 4 sub-groups: Group C1: Solutions for teachers (Questions 1, 2 and 8); Group C2: 

Solutions for students (Questions 3, 4 and 5); Group C3: preparation time (Questions 1, 2 and 8); 

Group C4: ESP training courses (Questions 1, 2 and 8). 

 
Figure 3 Solutions to improving the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning 

 

C1: Solutions for teachers: 

C2: Solutions for students:  

C3: Methods and preparation time; 

C4: ESP training courses. 

Figure 3 demonstrate the techniques to improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning 

at the PPU. Figure 3 showed that 73,3% of teachers strongly agreed that ESP teachers must have 

and improve their ESP knowledge; and also have close contact with the teachers of other 

subjects. In the interview, 40% of interviewees said that ways to help teachers to improve ESP 

teaching and learning such as improving their own ESP knowledge to meet the requirements of 

ESP teaching and having close contacts with the teachers of other subjects who have extensive 

knowledge of the field they are teaching. In their answer, they said: 

(To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning, ESP practitioners should improve their 

specialized knowledge; ….) 

(Firstly, ESP practitioners ….. And the most important thing is that ESP teachers should improve ESP 

knowledge by themselves in order to meet the requirement of teaching ESP.) 

To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning, ESP practitioners should ….. Moreover, 

ESP teachers should have close contacts with professional specialists or teachers. …) 
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(ESP practitioners should … and teachers also have close contact with subject specialists to further 

understand the concepts and definitions of specialized words. And teachers and students should 

consult reliable materials to improve ESP teaching and learning. ….) 

(ESP practitioners should improve their specialized knowledge depending on learners’ field and…) 

Apart from the solutions for the teachers, there are some methods for the students to use to 

improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning. According to the statistics presented in 

Figure 3, it can be seen that 70% of teachers strongly agreed that students have different 

language knowledge levels; students have to have enough general language knowledge before 

learning ESP and also need to learn professional subjects before learning ESP. In this section, 70% 

believed that students learning ESP have different language levels compared with 30% who 

strongly disagreed. It is obvious because the students come from various places, areas, education 

backgrounds and so on. Meanwhile, 60% thought that students had enough knowledge before 

learning ESP while 40% strongly disagreed. Moreover, 80% of respondents supported letting 

students take professional subjects before learning ESP while only 20% disagreed. By doing this, it 

is possible for the students to better understand the specialized words and terminology. 

Surprisingly, in the interview, 33,3% of the teachers suggested helping students to improve the 

effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning by letting them learn professional subjects before 

learning ESP; consulting reliable materials in learning ESP; and preparing thoroughly before classes. 

In their answers, they stated that: 

(To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning,… And we should let students learn 

specialized subjects before ESP so that students further understand the specialized terms or 

expressions.) 

(….And teachers and students should consult reliable materials to improve ESP teaching and 

learning.) 

(To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning, the following things should be done: 

Firstly, let students should learn professional subjects before learning ESP. By this way, it is easier to 

understand the specialized concepts and definitions.) 

As illustrated in Figure 3, 80% of participants strongly agreed with the idea of choosing suitable 

methods and preparation time. In this group, 80% strongly agreed with the fact that suitable 

methods should be chosen for teaching ESP meanwhile 20% strongly disagreed. The reason is that 

teaching ESP as mentioned above only focuses on teaching vocabulary so students may apply 

these specialized words or terminology in their future job. The same percentage (80%) of 

respondents thought time preparation is very important in ESP whereas only 20% of teachers 

strongly disagreed. In ESP teaching, it takes more time to prepare than GE. Thus, both teachers 

and students should prepare thoroughly before classes. Additionally, according to the information 

collected during the interviews, 60% of teachers asked suggested using suitable methods for ESP 

teaching. Many of them said: 

(Moreover, teachers should choose suitable methods or activities to teach ESP vocabulary such 

as games, soft-wares, role play and so on.) 

(ESP practitioners should apply suitable methods and games in teaching ESP vocabulary and…) 

(Firstly, ESP practitioners should apply suitable methods in teaching ESP vocabulary and games so 

that the students are excited and eager to learn ESP.) 

Finally, concerning ESP training courses, Figure 3 showed that 85% of teachers strongly agreed with 

the idea that ESP teachers should be sent to attend ESP training courses, workshops or seminars in 

order to improve their ESP knowledge and help increasing the quality of ESP teaching and 

learning. Meanwhile, the results gathered from the interview revealed that 40% of participants 

suggested that ESP teachers should attend ESP training courses, workshops or seminars as they 

said: 

(To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning, ESP practitioners …. And teachers 

should be trained about ESP before teaching ESP.) 

(To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning, ESP practitioners should …. Moreover, 

teachers should be sent to take part in ESP workshops or seminars to improve their specialized 

knowledge.) 

(ESP practitioners should … Finally, ESP training courses are very necessary for teachers in ESP 

teaching.) 

(To improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning, the following things should be 

done:…Thirdly, teachers should be trained about ESP before teaching ESP.) 
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Considering all the results in this category which examined possible techniques for improving the 

effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning at the PPU, we could draw the conclusion that ESP 

teaching and learning can be enhanced by selecting and using suitable methods, improving the 

teachers’ specialized knowledge, letting the students learn professional subjects before ESP, and 

that both teachers and students must prepare well before classes. 

2. Discussion 
The previous sections presented the results of the survey and interviews relating to teachers’ 

difficulties when teaching ESP vocabulary to police students divided into linguistic difficulties and 

pedagogical difficulties along with suggestions for improving the effectiveness of ESP teaching 

and learning. This part aims to discuss the data obtained as a whole, carrying out the analysis of 

the data and synthesizing it from an overall point of view. Moreover, the data on improving the 

effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning was collected to help instructors teach ESP vocabulary 

better in the future. 

The data received from the teachers regarding linguistic difficulties from the questionnaires and 

interviews revealed that for teaching ESP, especially vocabulary, the most common obstacle 

faced by teachers is understanding the meaning of specialized words or terminology considered 

the characteristic of ESP. According to the statistics presented above, the difficulty in 

understanding the meaning of specialized words or terminologies ranked highest of the linguistic 

difficulties encountered by the teachers at the PPU. To solve this problem, the following things 

should be done. 

Firstly, the teachers themselves have to improve their specialized knowledge because most of 

them have not been trained in ESP before starting to teach ESP. I think they should be sent to 

attend ESP training courses, workshops, seminars and conferences organized by national or 

international universities or academies. In this way, the teachers will have the chance to enhance 

their ESP knowledge which is needed to teach ESP more effectively. Moreover, ESP practitioners 

ought to have close contact with professional skills teachers at the PPU, who have extensive 

experience of teaching the professional subjects. It is clearly seen that there are a large number 

of specialized words or expressions for which some ESP practitioners have not had accurate 

explanations yet such as manslaughter, bail, and suspect. Therefore, it is necessary to obtain the 

ideas and explanations from consultation with the professional skills teachers so that the ESP 

teachers may have an intensive and broad knowledge of specialized words and expressions. 

Secondly, besides enriching their ESP knowledge, ESP practitioners should choose the most 

appropriate methods along with interesting activities such as games, software, pictures, jigsaws, 

group work, and real objects which can make the atmosphere in the ESP classes more exciting 

and motivating. In this atmosphere, the students will probably be eager to learn and the 

effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning will be improved. As mentioned above, teaching ESP 

mainly involves teaching vocabulary, so the methods used play an important role in the process 

of teaching and learning. 

The next linguistic difficulty is understanding the meaning of the polysemantic, unfamiliar, Latin 

and borrowed words. It is easy to understand why teachers often face difficulties with the meaning 

of these words. In ESP, the words have different meanings to those in GE. To further understand 

the meaning of the polysemantic words, we must put the words in the specific contexts of law, 

police work, crimes, and so on. Moreover, in English in general and ESP in particular, there are 

several borrowed words originating from French, Latin and other languages in different parts of 

the world. Thus, ESP practitioners may face difficulties when teaching these words because they 

seem strange compared to ordinary English words. 

Another difficulty is that some teachers may struggle with pronouncing the lengthy ESP words or 

expressions which are not encountered in GE. Also sometimes the words originate from other 

languages such as French, Spanish, Japanese, and German whose pronunciation are radically 

different from that of English. To overcome these issues, the teachers should practice pronouncing 

ESP words in the classrooms so that the students get used to the pronunciation of the words and 

imitate the way the teachers do so. Moreover, students should equip themselves with reliable 

dictionaries so that they can learn accurate pronunciation. Teachers should also ask students 

listen to and watch English music and movies more and more. 

The final linguistic difficulty mentioned in the first part of this chapter is translating the ESP words or 

texts into Vietnamese. Most ESP learners hope to be able to read and understand the meaning of 

texts related to their future job such as criminal investigation, forensic science, and administrative 

management. Thus, translation becomes the main target for teachers in ESP teaching. In order to 
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improve the ability to translate ESP texts, teachers should improve their specialized knowledge 

and regularly practice translation so that they can give exact explanation to the students.  

Apart from the linguistic difficulties, teachers of ESP vocabulary at the PPU also face pedagogical 

difficulties. Regarding pedagogy, teachers may encounter many difficulties in the teaching 

process such as the choice of methodologies, management of activities in the classroom; 

different roles in teaching ESP; and attendance of ESP training courses. According to the result 

presented in Figure 2 in the first part of this chapter, the most common difficulty is how to choose 

suitable methods to teach ESP vocabulary as 70% of teachers filling in the questionnaire felt it is 

difficult and very difficult and 60% of those interviewed mentioned it is difficult to apply suitable 

methods in teaching ESP. It is very difficult to choose and apply a method which not only 

motivates learners making them excited and eager to attend the class but also reach the targets 

of teaching ESP. It is rather boring and unappealing to learn ESP because in ESP teaching and 

learning, the aim is to grasp and apply the specialized vocabulary they have learnt at university 

to practical police work in the future. In my opinion, when choosing and applying effective 

methods in ESP teaching, the teachers should clarify the specific objectives of teaching ESP 

vocabulary which aims to help the students to understand and employ the specialized words and 

terminology. Thus, it is the basis for the students have the chance to study further or consult English 

materials relating to their professional fields. Moreover, the teachers also need to take into 

consideration the students’ background and educational level before choosing methods to 

teach ESP at the PPU. 

Additionally, with the linguistic and pedagogical difficulties mentioned above, the researcher also 

collected the teachers’ ideas of how to improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning 

at the PPU which answers the second research question. From the results of the survey, there are 

several ideas suggested to improve the effectiveness of ESP teaching and learning at the PPU. 

The top ranked ideas which were agreed and strongly agreed with by the respondents are 

mentioned in this section. Surprisingly, many of teachers asked suggested that teachers should 

employ appropriate methods to teach ESP vocabulary. It can be easily seen that methods play 

an important role in teaching English in general and ESP vocabulary in particular. The aim of ESP 

is to help students understand and apply what they learn at university in practical police work in 

the future. The second suggestion proposed in the survey is that ESP teachers attend ESP training 

courses or regularly take part in ESP conferences, seminars or workshops in Vietnam or abroad. I 

think it is a good opportunity for ESP teachers to share their experiences teaching ESP with their 

counterparts. In this way, they may enrich or enhance their ESP knowledge as well as learn more 

about the experiences, methods, skills and activities which can help improve the effectiveness of 

ESP teaching and learning at the PPU in the future. Furthermore, ESP practitioners should have 

close contact with professional skills teachers who are directly teaching job related subjects at 

the PPU and have a great deal of experience as well as a deep understanding of the specialized 

words or expressions. Consequently, the specialized knowledge of the ESP teachers may be 

improved day by day. Another solution directed towards the students is that we should let the 

students learn professional subjects before learning ESP. Since ESP is considered one of the most 

difficult subjects entailing difficult specialized words, terms or terminology in universities in general 

and in the PPU in particular, so it is very difficult to understand the meaning of these words but 

when learning professional subjects, students will probably master the meaning of specialized 

words or terminology in the context of law or police work. Thus, when starting to learn ESP, students 

do not confuse with these words and expressions and may understand the meaning better. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the study was an attempt to provide useful data and improve the quality of ESP 

teaching at the PPU, especially with regard to the specific challenges faced when teaching ESP 

vocabulary to police students. Of the linguistic difficulties, the greatest obstacles for teachers is 

understanding the meaning of specialized words and terminology. Moreover, teachers also 

struggle with pronunciation of lengthy words and finding the meaning of unfamiliar, Latin, 

borrowed, and the polysemantic words.  

The results of the research also indicated that teachers have to deal with pedagogical difficulties 

in teaching ESP vocabulary. A large number of teachers find it difficult to choose and apply 

suitable methods in teaching ESP because it focuses on teaching vocabulary. Besides this, 
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respondents also have great difficulties using visual aids such as pictures, videos, and real objects 

as well as games when teaching ESP vocabulary; introducing activities in class; using body 

language and the target language to explain the new words. 

Discovering the teachers’ linguistic and pedagogical difficulties has made great contributions to 

the researchers’ professional development as teachers of English and ESP practitioners at the PPU. 

A better understanding of the problems faced by the teachers, is likely to give rise to a suitable 

procedure to overcome these difficulties, and deal with the requirements of the ESP teaching 

situation better. 
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