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What students really want to learn from the course?
A case of students learning English for Academic Purposes

Watanabe Yoshinori  

INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of the present article is to share one of the findings 

that came from the process of developing the curriculum for a course 

in English for Academic Purposes. The course has already been 

implemented in the 2010 academic year as a university-wide course 

with the financial assistance of the Educational Innovation Program 

of Sophia University. The Academic English Program (or EAP) aims 

to cater to the needs of students who wish to pursue more than 

the general education foreign language requirements in English 

as a foreign language. In fact, to improve their academic English 

proficiency, a small number of these students choose to take courses 

offered in the Department of English Studies, the Department of 

English Literature, or the Faculty of Liberal Arts. However, the 

number of such students is very small, and moreover, it is not easy 

for non-English majors to take these courses because they were not 

originally designed for these students. 

The EAP courses are intended to provide such students with 

academically oriented English courses beyond the courses presently 

overseen by the Center for the Teaching of Foreign Languages in 

General Education. These courses first train students in basic skills of 

the use of academic English (Academic English I), and, second, offer 

students content-based English courses that teach academic subjects 

in English (Academic English II). The former aim is met by offering the 

so-called EAP (English for Academic Purposes) courses, while the latter 

by offering the CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) 

courses. By taking these two-tier courses, students are expected to 
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develop knowledge and skills to master academic English and to 

deepen their knowledge in the chosen content area of an academic 

discipline and topic. 

It has long been felt that it is imperative to provide students as many 

opportunities as possible to take such courses; it was not necessarily 

clear as to the content and the type of courses that should be taught. 

The needs were relatively clear and agreed upon among the project 

members of this new language program, but the wants were not 

so clear. Given the purpose and the goals of each, it was necessary 

to know if there are students who wish to enroll in such courses if 

they were to be offered, and, if there is a substantial number of such 

students, what each course should offer. These are the purposes of 

carrying out the ‘wants’ questionnaire prior to carrying out a formal 

‘needs’ analysis, which should employ a variety of forms, including: 

document analysis, observations, interviews, and so forth (e.g. Long, 

2005; Nation and Malacaster, 2010). 

The purpose of the research was simply to inquire rather than to 

generate hypotheses, not to mention to test any specific hypothesis. 

What the present paper will do is even less ambitious: that is, from the 

variety of information that was used to implement the academic English 

program, only that which will be useful for those readers who might be 

interested in what the students of our university expect to learn from the 

language program will be emphasized. Though the present paper focuses 

on teaching English for academic purposes, it is hoped that the content 

is serviceable to any faculty, as it will help inform instructors about what 

language skills students feel confident in, what sub-skills they expect to 

develop at university, and what topics they wish to focus on in the courses 

to be offered in the language program. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Participants 

In the search for respondents, an attempt was made to gather 
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as broad a sample as possible from a wide range of departments in 

all six Faculties. Nevertheless, it was decided not to include those 

students who major in English-related fields, including the students 

of the Department of English Studies, the Department of English 

Literature, and the Faculty of Liberal Arts, because it was deemed 

that the responses from those students would not provide us with an 

accurate picture of the opinions that the students of the university as 

a whole would hold. Excepting the above, ultimately, we decided to ask 

first-year students who enroll in English courses offered through the 

Center for Foreign Languages. Among those students, the students 

who were enrolled in Intermediate and Advanced Levels were chosen 

as respondents with the expectation that they would represent “typical” 

views about foreign language learning at Sophia University. As a 

result, a total of 540 students took part in the present research (377 

Intermediate Level and 163 Advanced level). The figure represents 

approximately ten percent of the total number of first-year students. 

Instrumentation
The questionnaire consisted of a total of 30 items. Eight items were 

intended to examine the level of respondents’ confidence in major 

skills of English, including: overall proficiency, vocabulary, grammar, 

pronunciation, reading, listening, writing and speaking. The second 

set of items also consisted of eight items which were prepared to elicit 

topics students would be interested in if topic-based courses were 

offered, such as CLIL. The topics and content that were included were 

chosen from those which could be usefully offered at the university, 

taking into account the availability of academic staff: that is, theology, 

literature, human science, law, economics, foreign studies, natural 

science and academic English in general. The third set of items 

concerned sub-skills, including: reading fluency, critical reading 

skills, note-taking skills, essay writing, discussion, presentation, 

debate, library search, web search, and practice in using a variety of 
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information technology. The remaining three items were designed 

to gather information about students’ backgrounds as well as their 

general opinions about the academic courses that would be offered. 

The instrument was provided, along with a summary of the purpose 

of the courses we were preparing to offer, in the form of a diagram 

representing the overall structure of the course and a description, in 

words, about the purpose and the specification of the course, so the 

students might have clear ideas about the purpose of the questionnaire. 

Students were asked to respond to each item by filling in the 

appropriate oval of the mark-sheet card from five options: 4 indicating 

‘almost always true of me’, 3 ‘sometimes true of me’, 2 ‘rarely true of 

me’, and 1 ‘never true of me.’ 0 was available as an option indicating ‘I 

have no idea.’  

Administration of the Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was distributed in early May 2009, approximately 

one month after the new academic year had started. The timing was 

purposely chosen: though we sought ‘fresh’ perceptions about the 

ideal course from students, an earlier distribution would disrupt 

courses, just as a later distribution would not suit our purposes. The 

questionnaire was administered during the first 20 minutes of a 

90-minute regular session within the general English curriculum with 

the cooperation of individual teachers. In order to guarantee reliability 

and fairness, guidelines for administration were prepared and handed 

out to instructors, and clarifications were to be made before the 

administration, though there were no such cases. Respondents were 

asked to fill in the mark-sheet card, so the results could be processed by 

machine. 

Data Analysis 
After whole data sets were compiled, two research assistants were 

asked to transfer the data onto Microsoft EXCEL 2007. The open-
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ended part of the questionnaire was also independently compiled with 

the cooperation of the two assistants on Microsoft Word 2007. For the 

present research, the numerical data will be dealt with. The numerical 

data were analyzed for each department, including basic statistics (the 

mean and the standard deviation). Subsequently, a simple inferential 

analysis (i.e., Kruskal-Wallis) was carried out by SPSS (version 

17.0) to examine if there were any differences in responses between 

departments and faculties. 

Results and Discussion 
The entire results are provided in Tables 1 to 6. The present section 

presents and discusses the findings, in order, according to the tables, 

with subheadings prepared accordingly in order below. Note again 

that the purpose of the present section is not to argue, nor to report on 

the results of the hypothesis testing. But rather, it is meant to share 

findings that might be interesting to the Faculty of Foreign Studies. 

Confidence Rating
The results of the analysis regarding the level of students’ confidence 

in English skills are shown in Table 1. Table 2 shows the result of 

the statistical analysis, which was conducted to examine whether 

there were any significant differences in responses between different 

departments and faculties. Not surprisingly, the general tendencies 

were that students were geared towards ‘true of me’, with values above 

3.00. However, there are two things that should be noted. First, the 

value of the confidence rating for ‘reading’ seems to be relatively lower 

than may be expected. It has been commonplace to claim that Japanese 

students are good at writing skills but not oral skills, or in receptive 

skills over productive skills. But the present result seems to indicate 

the contrary: that is, overall, students reported being more confident in 

listening (M = 3.375) than in reading (M = 2.891), and more confident 

in oral/aural skills, including speaking and listening (M = 3.590), than 
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Table 1. 

Confidence rating about language skills reported by the 

respondents enrolled in general education language program 
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in written skills, including reading and writing (M = 3.242). However, 

it was also found that there seemed to be differences in the confidence 

rating of speaking and listening between departments: Table 2 shows 

that there were statistically significant differences in listening (χ2= 

46.258; p = .003), and in speaking (χ2= 42.105; p = .009), whereas there 

were no significant differences in reading (χ2=15.767; p = .865) or in 

writing (χ2= 32.009; p = .100). 

Table 1. (continued)

Confidence rating about language skills reported by the students 

enrolled in general education language program 
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The second tendency that should be pointed out is that there were 

statistically significant differences in Vocabulary (M = 3.311, SD = 

0.654, χ2=29.074; p = .003) and Grammar (M = 3.073, SD = .0.805, 

χ2=32.013; p = .035). In the absence of any other hard data, it is not 

possible to explore or even speculate on the reason for this result. 

Nevertheless, it may be important to remind ourselves that students 

from different departments may need different types of instruction to 

usefully learn to overcome weaknesses. 

Subject Areas Students Reported Being Interested in
The results of the questionnaire exploring the issue of what subject 

areas students would be interested in are given in Tables 3 and 4. 

Perhaps it is most notable in examining the tables, particularly 

Table 4, that, in most of the areas, there were significant differences 

between departments and faculties as well. This finding may not be so 

surprising, because students of different Departments and different 

Faculties opted to enroll in those areas according to their own interests, 

which logically differ. However, it may be surprising when examining 

Table 3 closely that the departments and the subject areas do not 

necessarily match. For example, students of Science & Technology did 

not necessarily rate highly in the area of ‘natural science’ (M = 2.179; 

SD = 1.016). But, instead, the students of this Faculty overall reported 

Table 2.

Non-parametric analyses testing the differences in confidence 

rating between departments and faculties in total
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being interested in ‘theology’ the most (M = 3.539; SD = 0.916). On the 

contrary, students of the Faculty of Theology were reportedly interested 

in learning Natural Science in English the most (M = 3.167; SD = 

1.642). It may be interesting to recognize that this type of incongruence 

between the students’ major fields of study and the subject areas they 

reported wishing to learn in English is a rule rather than exception. 

This result may indicate that the university should take into account 

the content and topics that students are interested in, without taking it 

for granted that there is a correspondence between Faculty/Department 

and academic English topics of interest. 

Table 3. 

Content and topics the students reported being interested in for 

Academic English courses 
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Table 3. (continued) 

Content and topics the students reported being interested in for 

Academic English courses 
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Table 4.

Non-parametric analyses testing the differences in the degree of interest 

in content and topics between departments and faculties in total 

Sub-Skills Students Wish to Develop  
The types of sub-skills students wish to develop through Academic 

English courses are found in Tables 5 and 6. It should be noted that 

the values shown in Table 5 are relatively low compared to those 

in the previous tables. This may be because the students, who had 

studied only one month after entering the university, might not have 

understood in concrete terms what each category means. Or they might 

not have strongly felt it necessary to learn to develop skills such as 

reading fluently, critical reading, essay writing, and other sub-skills, 

even though these sub-skills are very important for them to develop 

to survive the upcoming academic years. Among those skills, the rate 

was relatively high in library search skills (M =3.064; SD = 1.050), 

not being statistically significant or different (χ2= 19.096; p = .696 for 

department; χ2= 4.663; p = .588 for faculty). This option, in fact, has 

already been implemented in the university program by the library for 

first-year students. The present result reconfirms the importance of 

that program. 
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Table 5.

Sub-skills students wish to develop in Academic English courses 

Table 5. (continued) 

Sub-skills students wish to develop in Academic English courses
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Table 6.

Non-parametric analyses testing the differences in the degree of 

priority on the academic sub-skills to develop between departments 

and faculties in total

Another finding that may merit discussion is that there were 

differences between departments and faculties in the degree of interest 

in oral skills, including discussion (M = 2.125, SD = 1.061, χ2= 37.061; 

p = .032) department; (χ2= 14.482; p = .025), and debate (M = 2.233, SD 

= 1.0784, χ2= 35.237; p = .049). Despite these findings, overall, it may 

remain important to give students the opportunity to understand the 
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importance of developing sub-skills, or metacognitive skills. 

CONCLUSION
The present paper reported on the by-products of a type of needs 

analysis, which was conducted among the students of Sophia 

University, in order to gather information to develop a curriculum 

for Academic English. The data were analyzed to examine overall 

tendencies, with the expectation to gather information that is useful 

for any language instructor. As a result of the analysis, the following 

findings were made. First, students seem to be confident in their oral/

aural skills rather than written skills; particularly, they seem to be less 

confident in reading. Second, student interest in topics varies greatly: 

interestingly, there is not any close relationship between their major 

fields of study on the one hand and their expressed interest. Third, 

students seem to be less interested in developing sub-skills, such as 

speed reading, note-taking, and so forth, which are definitely important 

skills for them to develop. All these findings seem to offer a number of 

important suggestions for curriculum developers, in general, and those 

of academic language courses, in particular. Among many options, it 

is important to carefully design a curriculum and individual syllabi by 

taking into account what students would like to study in university 

courses. However, this does not mean that the university should readily 

accept whatever students request at face value. But rather, it may 

mean that the university should find out where student weaknesses 

lie and discuss how to support their making improvements in order for 

students to spend their subsequent years at university usefully. 
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