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ABSTRACT

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has experienced significant interdisciplinary growth since
the 1960s, yet it remains paradoxically marginalised within mainstream English Language
Teaching (ELT) frameworks. This hybrid systematic literature review and bibliometric analysis
investigates the expansion of ESP across academic disciplines, its degree of integration into ELT
programs, and the underlying factors contributing to its ongoing peripheral status. A total of 73
peer-reviewed articles were retrieved from Scopus, Taylor & Francis, ERIC, and ScienceDirect. Data
were analyzed using VOSviewer for bibliometric mapping and thematic synthesis for qualitative
insights. ESP has extended into at least 18 disciplinary domains, including Engineering, Business,
Medicine, Tourism, Maritime, Military, and Islamic Studies, though the depth of integration varies
widely. Bibliometric analysis indicates that general ESP and English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
dominate scholarly discourse, while specialized sub-fields remain under-theorized. Despite
formal inclusion in higher education curricula worldwide, practical implementation is limited by
policy—practice gaps, underdeveloped teacher professional identity, insufficient interdisciplinary
collaboration, and ideological biases that privilege general English and frame ESP as vocational
rather than academic. These findings highlight the “ESP paradox”: a field that continues to
expand across disciplines while remaining systematically marginalized within the educational
structures that stand to benefit most from it. The study offers implications for curriculum policy,
teacher professional development, and future research directions
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INTRODUCTION

The emergence of English for Specific Purposes in the 1960s
was a direct response to the growing demands of globalization
and the increasing prominence of English as a global lingua
franca, which diverged from General English by targeting
specific communicative needs within distinct fields of study or
professional disciplines (Supunya, 2023). Initially catering to
commerce, science, and technology, ESP has since broadened
its scope to encompass a wide array of specialized domains,
including English for Academic, Medical, and Business Purposes
(Alvarez-Gil, 2021). This diversification reflects a natural
outcome of focusing on the precise linguistic and communicative
requirements of particular professional or occupational groups,
leading to a proliferation of sub-types such as English for Research
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and Publication Purposes and English for Hotel Management
(Fitria, 2023; Hyland, 2022).

The underlying pedagogical principle of ESP is rooted in needs
analysis, aligning instruction with the specific linguistic demands
learners face in their target professional or academic communities
(Gutierres et al., 2020). Despite its foundational role in language
education since the 1960s and its ongoing evolution to meet
specialized communicative demands, ESP faces a paradox: broad
cross-disciplinary expansion alongside persistent marginalization
within the broader field of English language teaching (Supunya,
2023). This systematic review, therefore, aims to critically examine
the factors contributing to both the expansive application of
ESP across various disciplines and its simultaneous peripheral
positioning within academic and institutional frameworks.

This review synthesizes recent empirical research to elucidate
these conflicting trends, particularly examining the pedagogical
methods, research foci, and application issues that characterize
contemporary ESP scholarship (Yan, 2025). Specifically, we
analyze prevailing research trends in ESP, identifying predominant
areas of investigation and methodologies employed in recent
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studies (Yan, 2025). This comprehensive approach integrates a
bibliometric analysis with a systematic review of the literature
from 2011 to 2023 to objectively map the knowledge area,
identify the current status, major research themes, evolution, and
emerging trends in the field (Tan et al., 2023).

Furthermore, this review addresses the pedagogical implications
of ESP's expansion, considering how instructional practices have
adapted to diverse disciplinary contexts while also investigating
the systemic factors that contribute to its underrepresentation
or perceived secondary status in mainstream English language
education. This systematic review responds to existing calls for
a comprehensive synthesis of the ESP literature, providing a
foundational resource for both established and nascent researchers
to examine this multifaceted research trajectory (Supunya, 2023).
To address this gap in the research, the researcher provides the
following research questions:

1. How has English for Specific Purposes (ESP) been
expanded and implemented across different academic
disciplines?

2. To what extent is ESP integrated within English
Language Education programs?

3. What factors contribute to the marginalization or
limited presence of ESP in English Language Education
programs?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The multifaceted nature of English for Specific Purposes is evident
in its continuous evolution, branching into numerous subfields
such as English for Medical Purposes, English for Business
Purposes, and English for Vocational Purposes, reflecting the
dynamic communicative needs of diverse professional landscapes
(Dou et al., 2023). Recent systematic reviews further illuminate
these trends, highlighting the increasing specialization within
ESP and its pedagogical implications (Yan, 2025).

For instance, a recent analysis of ESP research in the Middle East
and North Africa region between 2019 and 2024 reveals a focus
on enhancing professional and academic performance across
various specific target situations (Kaivanpanah et al., 2021).
Similarly, global trends in Language for Specific Purposes research
indicate a broadening array of orientations across academic,
business, medical, nursing, communication, tourism, political,
professional, and religious domains, with English dominating the
research landscape (Umbar et al., 2024).

Moreover, the integration of frameworks such as Content and
Language Integrated Learning and the Common European
Framework of Reference further underscores the nuanced
pedagogical approaches being developed to address these
specialized linguistic requirements (Umbar et al, 2024).
However, despite the growing diversity and specificity within ESP,
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challenges persist, particularly gaps in subject-matter knowledge
among ESP instructors, a lack of authentic, field-specific learning
materials, and issues with curriculum alignment (Sintia et al.,
2025).

These challenges frequently necessitate interdisciplinary
collaboration between language specialists and subject-matter
experts to develop contextually relevant resources and address
the specific technical language and genre-specific discourse
required (Sintia et al., 2025). The sustainability of ESP, therefore,
hinges on fostering such interdisciplinary engagements, which
can be achieved through various collaborative models, including
dyads, triads, and larger interdisciplinary teams (Supunya, 2023).
Such collaborations are crucial for overcoming the identified
challenges, particularly the scarcity of authentic materials and
the imperative of precise curriculum alignment in specialized
academic and vocational settings (Sintia et al, 2025). This
collaborative approach ensures that ESP instruction effectively
bridges the gap between general language proficiency and the
highly specialized communicative competencies required for
specific professional or academic contexts (Sintia et al., 2025).

Defining English for Specific Purposes (ESP)

The conceptualization of ESP has evolved significantly since
its inception, shifting from a primary focus on the linguistic
features of registers to a more holistic consideration of discourse
communities, genre analysis, and socio-cognitive aspects
of communication in specialized contexts. This expanded
understanding encompasses not only the specialized terminology
but also the pragmatic and rhetorical conventions inherent to
specific fields (Kamberi et al., 2020).

Consequently, contemporary definitions of ESP emphasize the
development of strategic communicative competence tailored to
particular professional or academic environments, integrating
linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic competencies
(Pilla et al, 2025). This evolution underscores a shift from
a purely linguistic perspective to one that acknowledges the
complex interplay of language with disciplinary knowledge and
socio-cultural practices, thereby foregrounding the role of ESP in
facilitating effective participation within specialized communities
(Sintia et al., 2025).

This conceptualization pedagogical
approaches that move beyond traditional language instruction
to incorporate authentic materials
learning, thereby reflecting the nuanced demands of professional
communication (Pilla et al., 2025). This adaptable nature renders
a fixed definition of ESP challenging, as it is fundamentally
contingent upon the specific goals and evolving needs of learners,
whether academic, occupational, or scientific (Khalili, 2025).
Early definitions, such as those proposed by Munby, Hutchinson,
Waters, and McDonough, consistently emphasize that ESP
instruction is driven primarily by a thorough analysis of learners'
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specific communication needs, thereby making content and
methodology inherently learner-centric (Chaovanapricha and
Chaturongakul, 2020).

Strevens further distinguished ESP from General English,
emphasizing the bespoke nature of ESP materials, which are
meticulously crafted to align with specific contexts and address
learners' needs precisely. This client-driven approach underscores
that ESP is not merely English instruction for specific fields,
but rather a methodology in which the curriculum is explicitly
designed to meet the identified needs of a particular learner group
(Alousque, 2016; Mohamed and Alani, 2022). Other researchers
describe ESP as a particular case of the general category of
special-purpose language teaching, or as a research approach to
teaching and learning that meets learners' specific needs by using
appropriate activities in grammar, lexis, study skills, and genre
(Akbulut, 2016).

Historical Development of ESP

The emergence of ESP as a distinct field of language pedagogy
is often attributed to several convergent factors that gained
prominence in the mid-20th century, notably the post-World War
I boom in science and technology, which necessitated a common
language for international communication (Ennis and Prior, 2021;
Mahmood and Ghafar, 2024). This global shift propelled English
into an unparalleled position as the lingua franca of scientific and
technological discourse, thereby fostering an urgent demand for
specialized English-language training to facilitate international
collaboration and knowledge dissemination.

Furthermore, the rapid expansion of international trade and
diplomacy during this period also generated a significant need
for English proficiency tailored to specific professional and
vocational contexts. This increased demand highlighted the
limitations of General English instruction in addressing the highly
specialized communicative competencies required for these
domains, thereby catalyzing the development of purpose-specific
language programs (Hidayatulloh, 2022; Sandal and Ozkan,
2022). Consequently, English for Specific Purposes evolved to
contextualize English language use, develop specialized materials,
and conduct targeted research, initially focusing on scientific and
technical English before expanding into fields like Medical and
Legal English (Silva, 2020).

This expansion was further fueled by a linguistic revolution
that shifted focus from universal grammar to communicative
competence and learner-centered approaches, recognizing that
effective language learning is deeply rooted in the practical
application of language within relevant professional or academic
settings (Trisyanti, 2009). This methodological shift positioned
ESP as an adaptive, demand-driven approach to language
education, specifically designed to cater to the unique linguistic
requirements of various professions and academic disciplines
(Hyland and Jiang, 2021).
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This movement, often referred to as the Languages for Specific
Purposes movement, prioritized equipping learners with English
proficiency directly applicable to their professional or academic
pursuits, rather than general language acquisition (Ouarniki
and Andaloussi, 2022; Zaghar and Zaghar, 2021). Key historical
drivers for the emergence of ESP include the post-World War
IT surge in scientific, technical, and economic activity, which
established English as the primary language for international
communication, and the 1970s oil crisis, which further propelled
the need for English in global economic exchanges (Bilokcuoglu,
2012; Ibrahim, 2019).

These geopolitical and economic shifts, combined with
advancements in linguistic theory that emphasize communicative
needs, created fertile ground for the formalization and expansion
of ESP methodologies and curricula (Hattani, 2019; Mohamed
and Alani, 2022). The post-war global economic ascendancy
of the United States significantly solidified English's role as the
international language, further contributing to the burgeoning
need for ESP across diverse sectors (Khadam, 2023). This
historical trajectory underscores how ESP emerged from
pragmatic necessity, distinguishing itself from General English
through a learner-centered, needs-driven pedagogical framework
(Siddique, 2018).

Specifically, Hutchinson and Waters identified three foundational
factors contributing to ESP's early development: the exigencies
of a "Brave New World," a transformative linguistic revolution,
and an emergent emphasis on the learner (Dou et al., 2023;
Ibrahim, 2020). The "Brave New World" encompassed the
economic and technological expansion following World War 1II
and the subsequent oil crisis, both of which cemented English
as the primary vehicle for global exchange and communication
(Chapon, 2015; Mbato, 2016).

ESP in the Context of English Language Education

This era, characterized by rapid advancements and increased
international interdependence, necessitated a specialized English
that could effectively serve as a conduit for complex scientific,
technical, and economic discourse (Akbas, 2021; Qadi, 2023).
The linguistic revolution, concurrently, shifted pedagogical focus
from a prescriptive grammatical approach to one emphasizing
communicative competence, thereby influencing ESP to prioritize
functional language use relevant to specific domains (Ouarniki
and Andaloussi, 2022).

This paradigm shift in language pedagogy, coupled with the
burgeoning global reliance on English for diverse professional
and academic interactions, underscored the critical need for an
educational framework capable of delivering targeted linguistic
competencies for specialized contexts (Pradheepaet al.,2025). This
development was further accelerated by the growing economic
power of certain oil-rich nations and a corresponding rise in
international students pursuing education in English-speaking
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countries, necessitating tailored English-language instruction for
these diverse populations (Kahramanoglu et al., 2018; Rahman,
2015).

Consequently, this led to the recognition that ESP needed to cater
to learners' specific requirements, with content and methods
intrinsically linked to their motivations for acquiring English
(Vera et al., 2023). This learner-centered approach, emphasizing
specific needs analysis and a utilitarian purpose, distinguishes
ESP from general English instruction (Zaghar and Zaghar, 2021).
This conceptualization highlights that ESP is not merely a subset
of English language teaching but a distinct methodology in which
curriculum design and instructional strategies are fundamentally
driven by learners' professional or academic objectives
(Gatehouse, 2001). This emphasis on utility and specificity allows
ESP to transcend traditional language pedagogy, focusing instead
on developing practical language competencies within a relevant,
domain-specific context (Kavlu, 2020).

METHODOLOGY

The literature search was conducted across multiple databases,
namely Scopus, Taylor and Francis, ERIC, and ScienceDirect, to
ensure broad and reliable coverage of studies in applied linguistics,
English language education, and ESP-related research. These
databases were selected due to their credibility and extensive
indexing of peer-reviewed publications. This multi-database
approach was chosen to reduce the coverage bias that is intrinsic
to single-database reviews. Previous bibliometric studies on
ESP-related literature have been based on a single database, such
as Scopus; although this database has a large range of disciplines
indexed, it does not cover all publications that are indexed
mainly in education-oriented or discipline-oriented databases
like ERIC and ScienceDirect. This review aimed at triangulation
by integrating various indexing sources such as Scopus, Taylor
and Francis, ERIC and ScienceDirect to minimize the likelihood
that relevant studies were systematically missed because of
the scope of a single indexing source, to a greater extent in
education (ERIC), to a lesser extent in general multidisciplinary
(Scopus or ScienceDirect), or not at all in applied linguistics and
language education (Taylor and Francis). The search focused
on publications within a defined timeframe to capture both
foundational and recent developments in the field.

The search string was designed with combinations of key terms
(“English for Specific Purposes” OR ESP) AND (“English
Language Teaching” OR ELT OR “English Education” OR
“Language education”) and all of this string was used in all four
databases (Scopus, Taylor and Francis, ERIC, ScienceDirect) with
each ones basic search interface. 1,066 records were obtained
by further narrowing the search using the filters available on
the platform: Subject area (Education), Article type (Article),
and the time period (2011-2026). A total of 2,868 records were
found, 217 by Scopus, 188 by ERIC, and 1,397 by ScienceDirect.
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It is recognized that the string was not independently adapted
to the native field syntax, controlled vocabulary (such as ERIC
Thesaurus descriptors), or truncation conventions of each
database, and that this methodological approach has implications
for the comprehensiveness of retrieval, which is discussed in
detail under limitations.

After the initial search, the corpus was processed using a
multi-jurisdictional systematic screening procedure, following
the PRISMA 2020 framework. Of the 2,868 records, two were
duplicate records and were removed for identification, leaving
2,866 records for screening. At the screening stage, the number
of reports was reduced to 720 by excluding conference papers
(n=880), book chapters (n=785), review articles (#=297) and
books (n=184). Of those 669 reports, 51 were not retrieved in
full text because they were not open access. When screening for
eligibility, each of the 669 full-text reports was considered by hand
and either included or excluded from the sample based on the
following criteria: (a) having to do with the intersection of ESP
and ELT in higher education contexts, and (b) being published in
English (Japanese and French were excluded). If the content was
not related to the ESP-ELT intersection, then the report was also
not included. This process resulted in 73 articles being part of the
review (Figure 1).

All 73 included records were then exported as RIS and CSV files
and imported into VOSviewer for mapping of citation patterns,
co-authorship network and keyword co-occurrences, while the
full texts were manually thematically synthesized to answer the
three research questions. This process of using both bibliometric
mapping and qualitative thematic analysis helped triangulate
quantitative results on the disciplinary spread of ESP and
qualitative results on the conceptualization and integration of
ESP into ELT programs.

To get a clearer picture of how ESP research has evolved over the
years, this study drew on a combination of Systematic Literature
Review (SLR) and bibliometric analysis. Using both approaches
together made it possible to trace how ESP has grown and shifted
within the broader landscape of ELT, covering its development,
the methods researchers have favored, and the ideas that have
shaped the field. Rather than relying on a single lens, the study
blended the richness of qualitative thematic analysis with the
measurable clarity of bibliometric mapping (Marzi et al., 2025).
To keep the process honest and well-documented, the study
followed the PRISMA 2020 framework at every stage, ensuring
that each step remained transparent, traceable, and credible from
start to finish.

RESULTS AND FINDINGS

This section presents the findings drawn from a combined SLR
and bibliometric analysis of existing literature on ESP within
ELT. The results are organized to directly address the three core
research questions guiding this study. Regarding how ESP has
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expanded and been applied across various academic disciplines
(RQ1), the analysis maps publication trends, recurring keywords,
and thematic patterns that reflect its growing reach across fields
of study. Regarding the extent to which ESP is woven into English
Language Education programs (RQ2), the SLR offers an in-depth
look at how individual studies conceptualize and adapt ESP
within formal educational frameworks, while the bibliometric
analysis reveals the density and direction of research attention
in this area. Finally, in addressing the factors that have pushed
ESP to the margins of English Language Education programs
(RQ3), both methods work together to surface underlying
methodological gaps, thematic blind spots, and structural
patterns that may explain why ESP remains underrepresented
or inconsistently integrated in certain educational contexts.
Together, these analytical layers paint a comprehensive picture of
how ESP has evolved in the digital era and where the field still has
room to grow.

Analysis of ESP expanded across various academic
disciplines

A density visualization of ESP topics expanded across various
academic disciplines in research is shown in Figure 1.

The density visualization map presented in Figure 2 provides
compelling evidence in response to the first research question
about how ESP has expanded and been implemented across
academic disciplines. Generated in VOSviewer, the map illustrates
the distribution and prominence of ESP-related keywords drawn
from the analyzed publications, where color intensity shifts from
cool blue at the periphery to bright yellow at the core, reflecting
the relative frequency and density of each keyword's occurrence
in the literature.

At the center of the map, "English for Specific Purposes” stands
as the dominant node, confirming its foundational role as the
umbrella concept from which discipline-specific applications
branch. This central positioning signals that ESP has not remained
a narrow or isolated field, but has instead served as a growing
hub connecting a wide range of academic and professional
domains. Terms such as "English for Academic Purposes,"
"Business English," and "Engineering" cluster around this core
with moderate-to-high density, indicating that these disciplines
have been among the most active in adopting and integrating ESP
frameworks into their educational and professional practices.

Further toward the periphery, more specialized sub-fields
including "English for Medical Purposes," "English for Tourism,"
"Maritime English," "Military English,
"English for Geography" appear with lower density levels,
suggesting that while ESP has indeed reached these disciplines,
its implementation remains limited and
underexplored. This uneven distribution reveals a clear pattern of
expansion: ESP has grown beyond its traditional boundaries, yet
the depth of its integration varies considerably across disciplines.

"o

Islamic Studies," and

comparatively
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Taken together, the density map visually affirms that ESP has
undergone meaningful expansion across a diverse spectrum of
academic fields, while also highlighting that certain disciplines
remain at the margins of this growth a finding that carries
significant implications for curriculum development, teacher
training, and future research directions within the broader ELT
landscape.

Geographic Reach and Institutional Contributions to ESP
Research

Figure 3 displays Geographic Reach and Institutional

Contributions to ESP Research.

Figure 3 illustrates the global distribution of institutional
affiliations contributing to ESP research in the reviewed literature.
China emerges as the most prolific contributor, with 15 affiliated
institutions, reflecting the country's substantial investment in
English language education reform and its growing presence in
applied linguistics scholarship. Indonesia and Iran follow with
7 and 6 affiliations respectively, suggesting that ESP research is
increasingly driven by non-Anglophone, developing contexts
where English serves as a critical academic and professional
gateway. The United Kingdom, with 5 affiliations, represents
the primary Anglophone contributor, while countries such as
Thailand, Japan, Hong Kong, and Malaysia demonstrate moderate
engagement, each contributing between 2 and 3 institutional
affiliations.

The remaining countries, including Vietnam, New Zealand,
Slovenia, Bangladesh, and Saudi Arabia, among others, each
contributed one to two affiliations, collectively underscoring
the geographically diverse yet unevenly distributed nature of
ESP scholarship. Notably, the dominance of Asian institutions,
particularly from East and Southeast Asia, points to a broader
pedagogical shift in which ESP is no longer a field shaped
predominantly by Western academic but is
increasingly negotiated within local educational, economic, and
policy contexts. This distribution also raises important questions
about whose research voices are centered in the global ESP
conversation, and whether the field's expanding geographic reach
translates into genuine epistemic diversity or merely mirrors
existing publication hierarchies.

traditions

Distribution of Publication Outlets

Figure 4 displays the Top Publishing Journals in ESP Research.

Figure 4 presents the frequency distribution of journals publishing
ESP-related studies in the reviewed dataset, revealing a notably
uneven concentration of scholarly output across publication
venues. Cogent Education stands out as the most prolific outlet,
with 8 published studies, followed by the Journal of English
for Specific Purposes with 6 studies, together accounting for a
substantial portion of the total corpus. A second tier of journals,
including Theory and Practice in Language Studies, Journal
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of Language Teaching and Research, and Journal of Teaching
English for Specific and Academic Purposes, each contributed
approximately 3-4 studies, suggesting a moderate yet consistent
engagement with ESP-related themes. The remaining journals,
among them English for Specific Purposes, Ampersand, English
Language Teaching, Social Sciences and Humanities, Studies
in English Language and Education, and Cogent Arts and
Humanities, each contributed 2 studies, indicating a broad yet
thinly spread dissemination of ESP scholarship across diverse
publication contexts.

This distribution points to a broader tension within the field: while
ESP research is expanding across disciplinary and geographic
boundaries, its publication landscape remains concentrated
in a relatively small number of journals. The prominence of
Cogent Education, an open-access, multidisciplinary journal,
is particularly noteworthy, suggesting that ESP scholars may
be gravitating toward more accessible venues rather than
field-specific outlets. This pattern raises questions about the
visibility and disciplinary legitimacy of ESP as a field, particularly
when its research is dispersed across general education and
humanities journals rather than consolidated within dedicated
applied linguistics or language teaching publications.

DISCUSSION

RQ1: Cross-Disciplinary Expansion and
Implementation of ESP

The Breadth of Disciplinary Reach

The bibliometric analysis reveals that ESP has expanded well
beyond its traditional strongholds in science and technology,
now permeating a diverse range of academic and professional
disciplines. Across the 73 articles analyzed, subject areas span
Engineering (1=6), Business English (#=5), English for Tourism
(n=3), English for Medical Purposes (n=3), Maritime English
(n=1), Military English (n=1), Nursing (n=2), Islamic Studies
(n=1), Pharmacy (n=1), Accounting (n=1), and Geography
(n=1). When these are combined with the core ESP and EAP
categories (n=39), the dataset accounts for at least 18 distinct
disciplinary domains-a figure that illustrates the remarkable
horizontal growth of ESP as a field of practice and inquiry.

The most extensively researched ESP domains in this dataset
remain general English for Specific Purposes (n=28) and English
for Academic Purposes (n=11), confirming their continued
centrality within the field. Engineering English attracted six
publications, underscoring the sustained demand for technical
communication skills in global engineering workplaces. Studies
such as Rahaman et al. (2026), which examined the frequency,
skill hierarchy, and functions of English in Bangladeshi
engineering workplaces, and Janenoppakarn and Rajprasit
(2025), who developed an online intercultural engineering
English course in Thailand, exemplify the practical orientation of
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this subfield. Similarly, Cal et al. (2022) documented how Turkish
engineers negotiate language demands across professional
contexts, highlighting the gap between formal instruction and
occupational linguistic realities.

Business English emerged as another well-represented subfield,
with contributions from scholars in the UK, Poland, the Czech
Republic, and China. Chan (2024) called for a stronger interface
between research and pedagogy in Business English, while
Wieczorek (2024) advocated for eclecticism as a key instructional
principle. These studies converge on a shared concern: that the
theoretical advances in ESP scholarship are not always translating
into improved classroom practice, a tension that becomes even
more pronounced in less-resourced disciplinary contexts.

Emerging and Peripheral Domains

Several studies in the dataset illuminate the expansion of ESP
into disciplines that have historically received limited attention.
Maritime English, for instance, is represented by Simanjuntak
(2024), who developed a multiliteracy-based communication
learning model for maritime students in Indonesia. English for
Islamic Studies was addressed by Hidayati et al. (2025), who
designed an LMS-based ESP course for undergraduate Islamic
Studies students at Universitas Negeri Malang, a contribution
that reflects the unique intersection of religious higher education
and professional language needs in Indonesia. Nursing English
appeared in two publications (Zhang et al., 2020; Mulyadi et al.,
2025), both of which explored technology-enhanced approaches
to integrating language and nursing competency development.
Pharmacy English received rare direct attention through
Horiuchi's (2023) reflective account of forty-three years teaching
English to pharmacy students in Japan, offering longitudinal
insights into the sustainability of niche ESP instruction.

Military English was examined by Siegel et al. (2025) in a
scoping review covering three decades of research, revealing
not only the specialized communicative demands of military
contexts but also the fragmented and undertheorized nature of
this subfield. Likewise, English for Geography was explored by
Drasler and Kavalir (2026), who compiled a discipline-specific
vocabulary list for geography students in Slovenia, and Drasler
and Hyland (2026), who developed a technicality measure for
ESAP vocabulary in the same discipline. These contributions,
though individually modest in scope, collectively signal that
ESP's disciplinary reach is still actively expanding and that many
professional domains remain under-researched.

Discussion: Expansion Without Depth?

The cross-disciplinary expansion of ESP documented in this
dataset is simultaneously an index of the field's vitality and a
marker of its unevenness. While general ESP and EAP continue to
attract the bulk of scholarly attention, peripheral sub-fields such
as Maritime English, Military English, Pharmacy, and Islamic
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Studies English remain represented by single studies or thin
bodies of literature. This pattern is consistent with Basturkmen's
(2022) observation that ESP research in the Asia Pacific region
tends to cluster around a limited number of disciplinary contexts,
leaving many professional domains without a robust evidence
base. The data also reveal a predominantly needs-analysis and
materials-development orientation across many sub-fields,
suggesting that the field has prioritized applied utility over
theoretical depth, a tendency that may limit the generalizability
of findings across disciplinary contexts. As Salmani-Nodoushan
(2020) argued, ESP must engage more critically with its own
conceptual foundations to sustain its relevance and legitimacy as
an academic discipline.

RQ2: The Extent of ESP Integration within English
Language Education Programs

ESP in Higher Education Curricula

A significant proportion of the studies in this dataset address how
ESP is being incorporated or resisted within formal educational
structures. Evidence from across the corpus suggests that while

Records identified from*:
5 Scopus (n = 217)
Taylor and Francis (n = Records removed before
g ,
1,066) screening:
Eric (n = 188) Duplicate records removed
Science Direct (n = 1,397) (n=2)
Total (n = 2,868)
—
A Records excluded:
Reason: Document type:
Records screened » | Conference paper (n = 880)
(n=2,866) Book Chapter (n = 785)
Review (n = 297)
Book (n = 184)
Y
Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved:
o (n = 720) — RB_GSOI"I, Open Access
c (n=51)
;
@ v
Reports assessed for eligibility
n =669 >
( ) Reports excluded:
The article is limited to the
keywords of: language
learning, English language
teaching, English for
Academic Purposes, needs
v analysis, English for Specific

Studies included in the review
(n=73)

Included

ESP has achieved a degree of institutional presence in higher
education globally, its integration remains uneven, largely
dependent on institutional priorities, resource availability, and
the professional identity of ESP practitioners. Kamberi et al.
(2020) evaluated the quality and relevance of ESP in Macedonian
higher education, concluding that despite its nominal presence
in university curricula, ESP programming frequently falls
short of learners' actual professional and communicative
needs. This finding resonates across the dataset, with multiple
studies documenting the persistence of misalignment between
ESP curricula and the real-world language demands of target
disciplines.

Studies from China dominate the RQ2 literature, reflecting that
country's intensifying effort to align English language education
with professional and economic development goals. Wu (2024)
examined an ESP-integrated college English teaching model in
Chinese vocational institutions using an SMCR communication
framework, reporting high levels of student engagement
but also significant structural constraints on sustainable
implementation. Zhang (2013), in an earlier contribution that

Purposes, higher education,
and English articles
(Japanese=1; French=1).

Figure 1: Systematic Literature Review Database using PRISMA.
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6‘}5 VOSviewer

Figure 2: Density Visualization of ESP-Related Keywords Generated via VOSviewer.

has since accumulated 13 citations, proposed an autonomous

inquiry-based approach to ESP instruction that anticipated
many of the learner-centered frameworks that have since become
standard in the field. Zhao, Li, and Zhong (2022) examined the
role of teacher emotions in ESP pedagogical decision-making a
relatively underexplored dimension that foregrounds the human
dimensions of curriculum enactment.

The integration of EAP into English-Medium Instruction
(EMI) contexts represents a particularly active research frontier.
Galloway, Sahan, and McKinley (2024) analyzed the relationship
between ESP and the global surge in EMI programs, arguing that
ESP plays an important but often neglected role in supporting
both students and content-area instructors in these settings.
Zhou and Delogu (2026) investigated professional development
opportunities for EAP teachers in Chinese EMI contexts, finding
that many practitioners lack the disciplinary expertise needed to
navigate the language-content interface effectively. These findings
collectively point to a structural tension: as EMI expands,
the institutional demand for ESP grows, yet the professional
infrastructure to meet that demand lags behind.

Technology and Innovation in ESP Integration

A recurring theme in the dataset is the role of digital technologies
in enabling new forms of ESP integration. Several studies
explored the use of digital tools, including gamification, Al-based
feedback, corpus analysis software, and learning management
systems, as vehicles for embedding ESP into existing educational
programs. Sujannah, Suwarso, and Unsiah (2025) investigated
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the relationship between ChatGPT use and learning autonomy
among ESP students at Universitas Brawijaya, Indonesia, finding
that Al-assisted learning fostered greater student independence
in language-focused academic tasks. Sun and Tan (2026)
conducted a quasi-experimental study on the impact of Kahoot!
on ESP vocabulary development among Chinese EFL learners,
documenting statistically significant gains in vocabulary
knowledge, though noting important limitations related to
learner motivation and game dependency.

The use of generative AI in EAP materials development
was addressed by Ngo and Fians (2026), who found that
EAP teachers in UK universities were actively if cautiously
integrating Al-generated content into their materials, raising
important questions about pedagogical ethics, attribution, and
the maintenance of disciplinary voice. Pan (2025) evaluated
a rubric-indexed AI feedback system for medical English
education in China, reporting improvements in writing
quality but also flagging the risk of over-reliance on automated
feedback in high-stakes disciplinary writing contexts. These
technology-focused studies reflect a broader pattern: digital
innovation is increasingly a site where ESP integration is
negotiated, with practitioners experimenting at the boundary
between technological affordances and pedagogical purposes.

Discussion: Partial Integration and the Gap Between
Policy and Practice

The evidence from RQ2 suggests that ESP occupies an ambiguous
position within ELT programs: formally acknowledged in
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curricula and policy documents, yet constrained in practice by
institutional, pedagogical, and professional gaps. Bui (2022),
reporting on student and teacher perceptions of effective ESP
teaching in Vietnam, found that both groups valued clear
disciplinary relevance and interactive instruction but noted that
many ESP courses continued to prioritize linguistic accuracy
over communicative functionality. This misalignment between
pedagogical ideology and classroom reality is a thread that runs
through much of the RQ2 literature and points toward deeper
structural issues that are taken up in the following section.

RQ3: Factors Contributing to the Marginalization of
ESP

Institutional and Structural Factors

The marginalization of ESP within formal English language
education is one of the field's most persistent paradoxes. Despite
its documented relevance and the growing body of evidence
supporting its effectiveness, ESP remains under-resourced,
undervalued, and institutionally peripheral in many educational
systems. Stojkovi¢ (2019), in a frequently cited article titled
'Possible Reasons Why ESP is Under-Recognized in Academia,’
identified a cluster of structural and ideological factors that
sustain this marginalization: the dominance of general English as
the default model for language education policy; the perception

of ESP as a vocational rather than academic discipline;
and the relative absence of ESP from mainstream applied
linguistics research agendas. Benabed (2022), examining an
Algerian university context, further documented how systemic
shortcomings, including inadequate institutional support,
unclear course objectives, and poorly defined teacher roles,
impede the effective delivery of ESP programs even where formal

provision exists.

The issue of materials development is a concrete manifestation
of these structural constraints. Talib et al. (2026), reporting
on barriers to ESP materials development at Gorontalo State
University in Indonesia, identified limited institutional funding,
insufficient time allocation for ESP course planning, and a lack of
collaboration between language teachers and subject specialists
as key obstacles. These findings align with those of Hurajova
(2021), who examined the potential of collaborative models
between ESP/CLIL specialists and disciplinary teachers in Slovak
higher education, concluding that while such partnerships are
pedagogically promising, they are rarely institutionalized in
practice.

Professional Identity and Teacher Development

A second cluster of marginalization factors relates to the
professional positioning and training of ESP practitioners. Several

Global Distribution of Institutional Affiliations in ESP Research
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Figure 3: Global Distribution of Institutional Affiliation in ESP Research.
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Top Publishing Journals in ESP Research

Frequency distribution of journals publishing ESP-related studies in the reviewed dataset.
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Figure 4: Top Publishing Journals in ESP Research.

studies in the dataset illuminate the precarious professional
identity of ESP teachers, who frequently navigate between the
expectations of language education and those of disciplinary
content areas, without fully belonging to either. Ghanbari and
Rasekh (2012) explored the professionalization of Iranian ESP
practitioners through an apprenticeship-of-practice framework,
finding that institutional mentorship structures were largely
absent and that practitioner expertise was developed informally
and unevenly. This finding anticipates a concern raised by
multiple later studies: that ESP teaching is often assigned to
general English teachers who lack the disciplinary background
needed to contextualise language instruction within target

professional domains.

Fitzpatrick et al. (2022) examined EAP teachers' expertise in
UK higher education, finding that many practitioners held
hybrid and contested professional identities positioned between
language teacher and disciplinary insider, but without the
institutional recognition afforded to either role. Du (2025), using
Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) to analyze EAP
teacher development challenges in Chinese higher education,
found that structural contradictions between institutional goals,
teacher agency, and student expectations created persistent
tensions that undermined sustainable professional growth.
Kohnke, Zou, and Zhang (2022), examining pre-service teachers'
beliefs about EAP instruction in Hong Kong, found that many
trainees entered the profession with limited understanding of
the specific competencies required for EAP teaching, suggesting
that pre-service preparation programs inadequately address the

realities of ESP practice.
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Ideological and Epistemological Marginalization

Beyond structural and professional barriers, several studies in the
dataset point to ideological and epistemological factors that sustain
ESP's peripheral status. Kiczkowiak (2024) examined native
speakerism in ESP and Business English textbooks, documenting
how the privileging of native-speaker authorship perpetuates a
reductive and exclusionary model of English competence that
sits uneasily with the multilingual, multipurpose orientation
that defines contemporary ESP pedagogy. This finding connects
to broader critiques of the epistemic asymmetries embedded
in global ELT publishing and curriculum design, in which the
knowledge and practices of inner-circle scholars and publishers
disproportionately shape the field's intellectual agenda.

The syllabus inconsistency identified by Liaghat and Latif (2013),
specifically the misalignment between ESP and general English
course syllabi for Persian literature students in Iran, points to
a more localized but equally significant form of ideological
marginalization: the tendency for institutional stakeholders to
treat ESP as an add-on to existing general English programming
rather than as a distinct pedagogical paradigm requiring its own
curriculum logic. This treatment reflects what Stojkovi¢ (2019)
described as the 'add-on' positioning of ESP in institutional
planning, a positioning that systematically undervalues the
intellectual and professional labor involved in ESP curriculum
design and delivery.

Discussion: The Paradox at the Heart of ESP

Taken together, the findings across RQl, RQ2, and RQ3
illuminate the central paradox that motivates this study: that
ESP has simultaneously expanded across a remarkable range of
academic disciplines and professional domains while remaining
institutionally marginal within the very ELT programs that might
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logically house and support it. This paradox is not incidental;
it reflects deep tensions between the instrumental demands of
professional English education and the institutional conservatism
of language education systems that continue to privilege general
English over discipline-specific forms. This paradox does not just
seem to be a qualitative impression that can be deduced from
reading the 73 included studies; it is supported by the bibliometric
evidence itself. As can be seen in the density visualization (Figure
2), the nodes that represent “English for Specific Purposes” have
a very high density and are very well connected with other nodes
in the network, while nodes representing disciplines (Maritime
English, Military English, Islamic Studies) are at the periphery of
the map, having low density. This quantitative pattern aligns with
the qualitative result of RQ3: these disciplines are institutionally
thinly represented but still present in other disciplines as isolated
studies, not as research programs. This is what makes the ESP
paradox not just an interpretative assertion, but an observed
empirical phenomenon, where a network structure of books is
juxtaposed with thematic, mostly institutional, marginalization.
As Basturkmen (2022) noted in her review of ESP research trends
in the Asia Pacific, the field's vitality is most visible in practitioner
innovation and localized curriculum development, yet least
visible in institutional policy and structural support.

The expansion of ESP into peripheral disciplines such as Islamic
Studies, Maritime English, Military English, and Pharmacy
attests to the field's responsiveness to real-world professional
language needs. Yet the thinness of the research base in these
areas, often represented by single studies, suggests that expansion
is proceeding without the consolidation of robust disciplinary
knowledge communities. This pattern of expansive fragmentation,
rather than deep disciplinary integration, may itself be a structural
consequence of ESP's marginalized institutional position: when
ESP practitioners lack institutional recognition and research
support, they innovate in isolation rather than in community,
producing a field that is broad but uneven, responsive but not yet
systematically theorized.

The main novelty of this study compared with previous reviews
of the ESP literature is the combination of a systematic review
of the ESP literature and bibliometric mapping in order to track
not only the extent of ESP development but also the reasons
behind this development and its lack of institutional legitimacy.
Previous reviews tended to highlight the thematic variety of ESP
studies or their patterns of citations and collaborations, but this
study combines both aspects in at least 18 disciplinary areas,
thus generating an evidence base that connects the diversity of
disciplinary uptake with the depth of institutional integration.
The dual lens allows the ESP paradox to be seen as a structural
pattern, not simply a descriptive review as previous studies did.
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LIMITATIONS

There are some caveats to be noted. The first problem is that it
was searched using one string throughout the four databases
without trying to tweak the string for each search platform
syntax, controlled vocabulary, or truncation behavior. This
method was used to afford consistency in the search process,
but might have reduced the comprehensiveness of retrieval
within databases that have different kinds of indexing systems,
such as using thesaurus-based descriptors in ERIC. Some
of the disciplines in RQ1 (such as Islamic Studies, Maritime
English, Military English) had only one publication, and this
may have been because of the retrieval limitations rather than
due to the actual scarcity of research in these areas, and this
should be distinguished when interpreting the extent of ESP’s
cross-disciplinary growth. Secondly, the review included only
four databases and English-language, peer-reviewed journal
articles; despite this being a quality control measure, some grey
literature, books, conference proceedings, as well as non-English
literature might also contain relevant evidence. Reviewers should
consider using database-specific search strategies and expanded
source triangulation and cover grey literature to enhance the
comprehensiveness of the evidence base in future reviews.

Further, the analysis was performed with the exported
bibliographic records as they were sent to the VOSviewer software,
and all author names, institutional affiliations, and keyword
variants were not manually cleaned. This can lead to semantically
similar entities (for example, different versions of institution
names and synonymous variants of keywords) being depicted as
separate nodes in the network visualizations, which may cause
a division of some thematic clusters instead of a consolidation.
Using a thesaurus file in VOSviewer prior to mapping would help
future replications of this analysis to harmonize such variants

CONCLUSION

This hybrid systematic literature review and bibliometric study
has examined the complex and paradoxical trajectory of English
for Specific Purposes within English Language Education.
Drawing on 73 articles from major academic databases and
analyzed through VOSviewer and thematic synthesis, the findings
illuminate a field that simultaneously demonstrates remarkable
vitality and persistent marginalization, which this study has
termed the ESP paradox.

The first research question addressed the breadth of ESP's
cross-disciplinary expansion. The evidence confirms that ESP
has permeated at least 18 distinct academic and professional
domains, extending well beyond its original roots in science
and technology to encompass Engineering, Business, Medical,
Tourism, Maritime, Military, and Islamic Studies, among others.
Bibliometric mapping reveals that while general ESP and English
for Academic Purposes (EAP) attract the greatest scholarly
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attention, numerous peripheral sub-fields remain thinly theorized
and underrepresented in the literature. This uneven development
suggests that disciplinary expansion has been quantitatively
broad but qualitatively shallow in many emerging domains.

The second research question examined the extent of ESP's
integration within English Language Education programs
globally. The findings reveal a troubling gap between policy
intent and implementation reality. Although ESP holds a nominal
presence in higher education curricula across many countries, its
integration is frequently superficial, constrained by inadequate
needs analysis, misalignment between institutional goals and
classroom practice, and insufficient institutional support. Rather
than being treated as a core pedagogical framework, ESP is often
positioned as a supplementary or vocational track, reflecting the
ideological subordination of specialized language instruction to
the dominant paradigm of General English.

The third research question explored the factors contributing
to ESP's persistent marginalization. Several interrelated causes
were identified. Structurally, ESP practitioners face barriers
to interdisciplinary collaboration, limited access to authentic
field-specific materials, and underdeveloped professional
identities that are caught between the roles of language educator
and subject-matter specialist. Ideologically, the perception of ESP
as vocational rather than academic continues to undermine its
legitimacy within institutional frameworks. These structural and
ideological factors operate in tandem, creating conditions under
which ESP expands externally across disciplines while remaining
institutionally peripheral within the very educational systems
that stand to benefit most from its full integration.

The implications of these findings are threefold. For curriculum
policy, institutions must move beyond nominal inclusion of ESP
and commit to genuine alignment between specialized language
programs and disciplinary content, supported by systematic
needs analysis and continuous curriculum review. For teacher
development, investment in ESP-specific professional training,
including collaborative models that bring together language
specialists and subject-matter experts, is essential for building
the pedagogical capacity required by ESP's interdisciplinary
demands. For future research, the field would benefit from greater
scholarly attention to under-researched domains and geographic
contexts, as well as longitudinal studies that track the relationship
between the depth of ESP integration and learner outcomes in
professional and academic settings.

In sum, resolving the ESP paradox requires not merely
pedagogical innovation but a fundamental repositioning of ESP
within educational policy and institutional culture, one that
recognizes specialized language instruction not as a peripheral
utility but as an indispensable component of preparing learners
for the communicative demands of contemporary professional
and academic life.
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