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What Stakeholders Need from their Undergraduate 
University English Courses

Laura Molina Martinez 1 

Fernando Fernández David 2 

Abstract
This article is based on the results of a master’s dissertation entitled 
A Needs Analysis into the Compulsory English Courses of South 
Colombian University (USCO). This study had three aims: (1) to 
identify the disfavouring conditions that teachers consider to be 
affecting the courses in question; (2) to identify a possible gap 
between the felt needs of current and former students and the English 
language training which they receive at USCO; and (3) to collect 
suggestions from stakeholder groups for future improvements to the 
courses. Data was collected through questionnaires and interviews. 
The participants included current students, former students, teachers, 
and the supervisor of the courses. The results show that students’ 
needs are not currently being met and that an English for Specific 
Purposes approach is required. Teachers face a lack of educational 
resources and limited cohesion among colleagues, while the major 
problem of the supervisor is that of budgeting. 
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Lo que se necesita en los cursos de inglés de pregrado según los 
actores clave

Resumen 

     Este artículo se basa en los resultados de la tesis de maestría titulada A Needs Analysis into the 
Compulsory English Courses of South Colombian University (USCO) [Un análisis de necesidades 
de los cursos obligatorios de inglés de la Universidad Surcolombiana]. El estudio tiene tres 
objetivos: (1) identificar las limitaciones del entorno que los profesores consideran que afectan 
a los cursos en cuestión; (2) identificar una posible brecha entre las necesidades sentidas 
por estudiantes actuales y antiguos y la formación en inglés que reciben en la USCO; y (3) 
recoger las sugerencias de los grupos de interés para futuras mejoras de los cursos. Los datos se 
recogieron mediante cuestionarios y entrevistas. Entre los participantes estaban los estudiantes 
actuales y antiguos, profesores y el supervisor de los cursos. Los resultados muestran que 
actualmente no se satisfacen las necesidades de los estudiantes y que se requiere un enfoque de 
inglés para fines específicos. Los profesores experimentan falta de recursos educativos y escasa 
cohesión entre colegas, mientras que el principal problema del supervisor es el presupuesto. 

Palabras clave: cursos de inglés obligatorios, educación superior, análisis de necesidades, 
inglés con propósitos generales, inglés para propósitos específicos

O que é necessário nos cursos de inglês de graduação, de 
acordo com participantes-chave

Resum0
Este artigo é baseado nos resultados da tese de mestrado intitulada A Needs Analysis into 

the Compulsory English Courses of South Colombian University (USCO) [Uma Análise das 
Necessidades nos Cursos Obrigatórios de Inglês da Universidade Surcolombiana]. O estudo 
tem três objetivos: (1) identificar as limitações do ambiente que os professores sentem que 
afetam os cursos em questão; (2) identificar uma possível brecha entre as necessidades sentidas 
pelos alunos atuais e antigos e o treinamento em inglês que recebem na USCO; e (3) coletar 
sugestões das partes interessadas para futuras melhorias nos cursos. Os dados foram coletados 
através de questionários e entrevistas. Entre os participantes estavam estudantes atuais e 
antigos, professores e o supervisor do curso. Os resultados mostram que as necessidades dos 
alunos não estão sendo atendidas atualmente e que é necessária uma abordagem do inglês para 
fins específicos. Os professores experimentam uma falta de recursos educacionais e uma fraca 
coesão entre os colegas, enquanto o principal problema do supervisor é o orçamento. 

Palavras-chave: cursos obrigatórios de inglês, ensino superior, análise de necessidades, 
inglês para propósitos gerais, inglês para propósitos específicos
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Language policies are usually established to ensure that the citizens of a country can speak 
an additional language. In the case of Colombia, emphasis is placed on learning English. 
According to Colombia’s current language policy, 30% of university students are expected to 
achieve B1 and 25% to achieve B2 of the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (Ministry of National Education, 2014). However, this goal is yet to be achieved, 
with “23% achieving B1 and 11% B2” (Icfes Saber Pro, 2021, p. 108). In fact, the level of 
English among students has remained unsatisfactory throughout the last decade (Benavides, 
2021). Moreover, research indicates that students are far from reaching this goal (Alonso et 
al., 2018). In the specific context of the South Colombian University (USCO), the aims of 
this policy are yet to be fully met, with 28% of students at B1 and 8% at B2 (Icfes Saber Pro, 
2021). A curriculum assessment is one means of discovering why students are failing to meet 
policy aims. The starting point is a needs analysis (NA), which helps to determine the issues 
affecting the courses and limiting their success (Macalister & Nation, 2020). NAs also serve 
as an opportunity for stakeholders to communicate priorities among themselves. This was 
the purpose of this study: to conduct an NA in the context of compulsory English courses at 
USCO. 

This paper seeks to contribute potential answers to the ongoing questions of what to teach 
and how to teach English in Colombia. Ever since English became the target language in the 
1980s, developing a functioning system has remained a challenge for the country (Cárdenas, 
2018). One issue was overlooking the significance of conducting NA. This has prompted 
contradictory language policies, dissatisfaction across stakeholders, and misuse of resources 
(Miranda & Valencia, 2019). In the specific context of USCO’s compulsory English courses, an 
NA had never taken place. This was a factor in undertaking this study. Its results will be shared 
with policy makers, curriculum writers, and language teachers. This study research questions 
were as follows: 

•	 What are the disfavouring conditions that teachers consider to be affecting the 
compulsory English courses?

•	 What is the gap, if any, between the English language training that current and former 
students receive at USCO and their felt needs for the future?

•	 What are the suggestions from current and former students, teachers, and the supervisor 
for improving the compulsory English courses at USCO?

Literature Review

English for General Purposes and English for Specific Purposes

Compulsory English courses at universities tend to either follow an English for General 
Purposes Approach (EGP) or an English for Specific Purposes Approach (ESP). Based on 
Viana et al. (2018), EGP involves the learning of English without any specific use prioritised. 
Its focus is generally on student proficiency, that is to say, the development of their general 
communicative ability. When following EGP, students are not usually consulted as to why 
they are learning English. Decisions are already made by other stakeholders before students 
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arrive in the classroom. Those stakeholders may be the government, the educational institution 
itself, the textbook, teachers, or others. In contrast, when following ESP, students, who are 
usually older, are acknowledged as essential stakeholders who are aware of their reasons for 
studying English. These reasons are explained to teachers, who act as facilitators to reach those 
goals (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987). The defining feature of ESP is that its teaching design and 
materials are founded on the results of an NA (Dudley-Evans, 2001). As a result, courses are 
shaped by students’ English needs, as well as by the skills they require English for. 

Needs Analysis

The concept of need analysis can be traced back to the 1920s, yet it was not until the 1970s 
that they became widely used as an essential step towards language course-planning (Brindley, 
1989; West, 1994). Demand followed the transition from general course design to a more 
specific structure, one that catered for the language needs of students from various academic 
fields (Schutz & Derwing, 1981). However, this is not to say that a general course does not 
require an NA. In fact, the lack of an NA could limit the course overall success. 

Approaches to Needs Analysis

The approach to NAs depends on how the concept of needs is understood. As a result, different 
approaches have been developed over time. Brindley (1989) considered two approaches: 
product-oriented and process-oriented. The former related to the learners’ needs in terms of 
the language proficiency required to perform in a specific scenario. The latter considered the 
affective and cognitive variables that affect learning, e.g., self-confidence, motivation, anxiety, 
etc. On the one hand, a product-oriented approach framed needs as objective, for instance, as 
academic benchmarks that students were required to attain. On the other hand, a process-
oriented approach framed needs as subjective, referring to the cognitive and affective conditions 
necessary for learning, e.g., teachers’ support, a positive learning environment. Alternatively, 
Berwick (1989) considered two kinds of needs: felt and perceived. The former related to a 
learner’s desired future state, e.g., speaking a language fluently, performing academic tasks in 
a different language, etc. The latter referred to desired standards set by experts or tests, e.g., a 
mark on the TOEFL, IELTS, or university entrance examination. 

Almost a decade later, Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998) delivered three types of NAs: 
Target Situation Analysis (TSA), Learning Situation Analysis (LSA), and Present Situation 
Analysis (PSA). For this paper, an LSA approach was selected, as shown in table 1. Said 
approach involves exploring subjective, felt, and process-oriented needs. These all concern the 
cognitive and affective factors that affect learners when studying a foreign language (Brindley 
1989; Berwick, 1989). In the context of this study, an LSA identified the felt needs of current 
and former students, answering the second research question. 

Table 1
Three Types of Needs Analysis based on Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998)

TSA LSA PSA
Objective, perceived, and 
product-oriented needs. 

Subjective, felt, and pro-
cess-oriented needs. 

Strengths and weaknesses in language, skills, 
and learning experiences. 
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Situation Analysis

NAs usually require an additional dimension which acknowledges the disfavouring 
conditions of a specific context. This extension to NAs is also known as means analysis (Brown, 
2009), environmental analysis (Macalister & Nation, 2020), or situation analysis (Richards, 
2017). Even when choosing the appropriate NA approach, as well as when collecting valuable 
information, these could be deemed premature without recognizing the contextual difficulties 
that face a given English class. Possible constraints for teachers include inadequacy of syllabuses, 
administrative attitudes towards second/foreign language teaching and learning, accessibility 
of resources or lack thereof, class size, government language policies, availability of time for 
NAs, and others (Pennington & Richards, 2016). This NA study aimed to identify disfavouring 
conditions that impede the implementation of an appropriate curriculum. 

Empirical Studies

There is overall agreement that student needs and interests—usually related to their 
field of study—should form the cornerstone of English university courses, because many 
students are expected to perform future work in English (Arias-Contreras & Moore, 2022; 
Castillo & Pineda-Puerta, 2016; Garcia-Ponce, 2020). Employers have a fixed idea of the tasks 
that graduates should be able to perform in English, including writing emails, delivering 
presentations, interacting with native speakers, networking, and dealing with suppliers/
costumers. Nevertheless, the list varies depending on the profession. Health professionals, for 
example, are expected to have a thorough understanding of medical terminology, as well as to 
communicate effectively with patients and colleagues (Pradana et al., 2022). Even professions 
such as agricultural workers, for whom English may not at first glance be a priority, are now 
required to read and speak in English in their jobs (Arias-Contreras & Moore, 2022). The 
reality, however, is that English university courses fail to meet these expectations.

The literature provides several possible explanations of this fact. Firstly, the courses follow 
EGP instead of ESP. By choosing EGP, focus is placed on providing the learner with general 
grammar and vocabulary. This approach is believed to be dominant in higher education 
because of disfavouring conditions. English courses at university tend to have a low number 
of class hours, usually between 2 and 4 hours per week, instead of 6 or 8 (Mosquera, 2022). 
Courses are usually founded to comply with governmental language policies, and, as a result, 
follow a standardized syllabus and textbook, limiting teacher autonomy (Arias-Contreras & 
Moore, 2022). Moreover, student proficiency is sometimes so low that employing ESP is not 
feasible (Arias-Contreras & Moore, 2022; Said & Herlina, 2022). Even when teachers receive 
the appropriate training for ESP, universities may have a shortage of resources, hindering their 
performance (Sánchez et al., 2017). Therefore, despite preferring ESP, teachers tend to revert 
to EGP (Poedjiastutie & Oliver, 2017; Pradana et al., 2022).

To ensure a successful transition to ESP, it is necessary to overcome certain issues among 
stakeholders. In the case of students, there is a conflict between short-term and long-term 
expectations (Li & Heron, 2021). On the one hand, they are keen to pass compulsory English 
courses as soon as possible to focus on other areas of study. However, they are also aware of 
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the impact of English on career prospects. This results in a dilemma for students: whether to 
focus on their chosen field or on their English courses (Mosquera, 2022; Trujeque-Moreno 
et al., 2021). There are also issues to overcome in terms of course administrators. University 
goals, for example, in equipping students for the future of international research, may not align 
with course content (Garcia-Ponce et al., 2021). Awarding an international qualification upon 
completion such as the TOEFL is one possible solution (Sánchez et al., 2017). An additional 
solution is to employ alternative approaches, allowing the two EGP and ESP to blend (Harper & 
Widodo, 2018). Teachers, despite contextual constraints, are urged to select materials that align 
with the principles of ESP. This can mean departing from a given English textbook (Nuñez, 
2018; Salamanca, 2020). 

Methods 

Procedure for Needs Analysis

This NA had a case study as its approach. Case studies involve an investigator or analyst 
exploring a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems 
(cases) over time (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For this paper, the case was the compulsory English 
courses at USCO. This methodology was selected as it provides researchers with opportunities 
to explore or describe an event in context through multiple outlooks, leading to the discovery of 
new information as the study advances (Schwandt & Gates, 2018). In an exploratory case study, 
participants are seen as sources of information, and contribute to the understanding of a problem. 

This NA took place at a state university located in the south of Colombia. The university 
offers 32 undergraduate programmes and, according to University Agreement 065 of 2009, all 
students must complete the compulsory English courses to be eligible for graduation (Consejo 
Superior de la Universidad Surcolombiana, 2009). Those enrolled in teaching programmes are 
required to take six courses, while those enrolled in non-teaching programmes are required to 
take four. In addition, the compulsory English courses for teaching degrees grant two academic 
credits, while non-teaching degrees do not. This means that the marks that non-teaching 
degrees students receive in their courses will not count towards their Grade Point Average. 
These courses are mainly concerned with developing students’ four language skills: speaking, 
writing, listening, and reading. This also includes a component in grammar and vocabulary. 
When selecting participants, a broad range of stakeholders was prioritised. Previous research 
carried out in the same context involved only student participants (Jaime & Coronado, 2018; 
Zúñiga et al., 2009). This study, consequently, recruited different stakeholders, including 
current and former students, teachers, and the supervisor. 

Participants were recruited in two different ways. First, access to teachers was granted by the 
supervisor, who provided a list of 24 teachers with their emails attached. All 24 teachers were sent 
an invitation over email to participate in the study, with five responding. A total of four teachers 
agreed to participate in both the questionnaire and the interview. Only one of them chose to 
participate exclusively in the questionnaire. Second, current and former students were recruited 
through chain sampling (Patton, 2015). A Google Form link was sent with the survey to a pair 
of current and former students, acquaintances of the researcher, who then shared it on social 
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media platforms. In the questionnaire, students could choose to leave their email if they wished 
to participate in an interview (see table 2). In total, 25 students responded the questionnaire: 
12 current students and 13 former students. Five of these students decided to participate in the 
interview: two current students and three former students (see table 2). The supervisor was 
invited to participate in an interview during the latter stages of the data collection process. 

Table 2 
Study Participants

Instruments Current 
students

Former stu-
dents Teachers Supervisor

Number of questionnaires completed 12 13 5 Not Applicable
Number of interviews completed 2 3 4 1

Questionnaires

Data was initially collected through a questionnaire consisting of 19 questions. Three 
versions of this questionnaire were designed, fitting the profile of each group of participants. All 
questions were structured, except for the final question which was open-ended. The questions 
were generated using Rossett’s model (1982). The model generates five types of questions: 

•	 problems, which lead to the identification of a problem/problems. 

•	 priorities, which are used to judge more urgent needs. 

•	 abilities, which test the knowledge or skills that learners are expected to have. 

•	 attitudes, which determine the emotions or perspectives held by the learners. 

•	 solutions, which shed light to possible routes to deal with the problem. 

Some questions were also designed following the literature review about needs analysis in 
higher education in Colombia (Castillo & Pineda, 2016), which indicated that students tend 
to prefer ESP over EGP. The list of possible felt needs, used in question 15, was adapted from 
Gómez (2017). They were chosen to form a list of the most likely needs felt by students.

Interviews

A total of ten interviews took place, each lasting 30-35 minutes. Interviews were arranged 
online and recorded with the consent of participants. A semi-structured interview format 
was chosen, since it allows the interviewer to use different types of questions, such as follow-
ups, probing, and indirect questions. This allows for greater discussion of themes and issues 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). Three broad questions were drafted in advance of interviews, but 
these were not compulsory; rather, they worked as a reminder of which issues were necessary 
to cover (Thomas, 2021).

Data Analysis

NA results were analysed using a constant comparison method. Questionnaire answers 
were displayed as infographics, and interviews were transcribed verbatim. The research 
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questions were used as a framework to analyse and interpret the data. This included grouping 
the questions directly relating to the research questions, eliciting themes and follow-up 
questions for interviews. 

The constant comparative method as laid out in Thomas (2021) is as follows. The process 
involves:

•	 Reading the transcripts, listening to recordings, and viewing the questionnaires 
infographics.

•	 Creating two different files: one in which the data was kept safe and uncorrupted, and 
another to be highlighted and commented upon.

•	 Prior first reading: assigning three different colours to cues that could lead to answer the 
research questions.

•	 Creating a list of recurring subjects or ideas. These ideas are known as temporary 
constructs.

•	 Prior second reading: highlighting counterexamples, if any, in different colours.

•	 After second reading: creating a list of second-order constructs, that is, constructs that 
were mentioned frequently, representing important themes in the data.

•	 Organising second-order constructs into themes.

•	 Establishing connections between themes in terms of both concordances and 
contradictions.

•	 Mapping themes.

•	 Selecting representative quotations to illustrate these themes.

Results

Disfavouring Conditions Affecting the Compulsory English Courses

In the questionnaire, teachers were asked to rate their level of satisfaction regarding 
different aspects linked to the Compulsory English Courses. Figure 1 shows the frequency with 
which each option was chosen. Facilities and the number of students in the classroom were the 
aspects that teachers were the least satisfied with. This was later confirmed in interviews, where 
all four teachers referred to the challenges of seating up to 45 students in classrooms intended 
to fit 25 to 30. Those challenges included issues with classroom management, cheating during 
assessment, and limited opportunities for feedback. Large number of students also pose a 
challenge for university facilities, triggering other issues, such as shortage of chairs, lack of 
personal space, and overheated air conditioning. These all contribute to disfavouring conditions 
which affected both teachers’ performance and their attitude towards the class. In one teacher 
interview, a teacher claimed: “The moment I arrived in the classroom, I have to say it put me 
off: the heat [was significant], [there were] students everywhere.” Furthermore, in interviews, 
all teachers indicated that assessment was the aspect of their practice that was most affected. 
One of the teachers stated: “It was just so stressful to find ways in which assessment could be 
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done properly.” With exams expected to be paper-based and in-person, teachers needed to be 
resourceful and implement different strategies, including “splitting the class into two groups, 
schedul[ing] them for different days, and then do[ing] the same for the speaking test.” Despite 
these strategies, teachers remained unconvinced. They were aware of many of the problems 
associated with assessment, including cheating. 

The second disfavouring condition was the textbook, American Channel, in use since the 
courses were first introduced in 2009. This is based on questionnaire answers in which four out 
of five teachers stated that they held mixed views: two were dissatisfied and two neither satisfied 
nor dissatisfied (figure 1). Teachers stated their dissatisfaction with and lack of enthusiasm 
for a textbook which had been used for over a decade. This results in numerous problems 
one being cheating as one of the teachers states: “After finishing one course students would 
share the content and the answers from the textbook with new students.” Teaching would be 
affected as a result, as teachers could not rely on grammar tests or activities from the textbook 
to which students already knew the answers. This would increase their workload, as it would 
be necessary to create and/or seek new materials regularly. Students, furthermore, would be 
disinclined to purchase the textbook. The most challenging aspect for teachers, however, was 
the outdated nature of the textbook content. As one of the teachers explained in their interview: 
“The textbook is outdated: it even talks about cassettes. The unit topics are no longer suitable 
for students this age.” Opposition against the textbook was further evidenced in the open-
ended questions in which teachers were asked to give their opinions on possible improvements 
to the Compulsory English Courses, with one teacher stating: “Change the textbook, it is 
completely obsolete.” 

The final disfavouring condition that teachers raised during interviews was the lack of 
cohesion between colleagues, the supervisor, and the English Teaching Department. Despite 
the fact that both colleagues and the supervisor were rated positively in the questionnaire, 
with teachers marking either satisfied or very satisfied (figure 1), teachers also called for a 
greater sense of teamwork during interviews. With staff meetings taking place exclusively at 
the start and end of the semester, teachers hold that there is usually no opportunity to share the 
progress of their courses or to exchange ideas among colleagues during term-time. As a result, 
teachers felt that they had no one to speak to when they faced difficulties in their class, or, more 
positively, to share knowledge or strategies. One teacher said: “I wish they [supervisor/English 
Teaching Department] would ask me ‘How are things? Have you run into any issues?’ But no. 
There’s one meeting at the start [and] one at the end. That’s all.” Most important, teachers felt, 
was the lack of opportunity to knowledge exchange between colleagues. As stated in different 
interviews, even when a group of teachers delivered the same course level, each would do 
so independently from their fellow colleagues. This represented a missed opportunity to 
collaborate as one teacher stated that their colleagues “create[d] some wonderful activities—
actually brilliant ideas—but we never [got] to hear them.” As a result, teachers requested a 
bottom-up approach, in which staff could communicate with each other more often, including 
meetings in which they could speak with the supervisor and other members of the English 
Teaching Department. 
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Figure 1
Teachers’ Satisfaction Regarding the Courses. Scale from “0—Least Satisfied” to “4—Very Satis-
fied”

Gap between the English Language Training of Current and Former 
Students and their Felt Needs for the Future

From the questionnaires and interviews with former and current students, the desire to go 
abroad is the most expressed felt need. Most students believe that English will provide them 
with better job opportunities abroad. In the questionnaires, “I take English courses to travel 
abroad for work” was the most popular reason for current students to take the courses with 
nine out of thirteen votes (figure 2). Students’ main motivation for seeking work abroad is 
increased income. This was the case of a current student on her last year of university who 
was applying to work as an au pair in the USA. She remained, however, concerned as to the 
proficiency of her English. She explained: “I wish I could have had more lessons to practice 
my spoken English, to prepare myself for this challenge.” Regarding former students, six out of 
thirteen students claimed to always lose job opportunities due to their level of English (figure 
3). During interviews, students recalled their frustration at job interviews. They were often 
unable to answer in English when called upon to do so. Given that ESP is intended to address 
students’ needs, it can therefore be assumed that both current and former students would 
prefer it over EGP classes.

As well as using English as a tool to generate more job opportunities, both current and 
former students also attempt to use English in academic settings. Current students who were 
in their last year of university, either writing their dissertations or research papers, were well-
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aware of the advantages of English reading skills. “If you go on databases, you’ll find thousands 
of articles in English, in comparison with just a few in Spanish,” said one final-year university 
student. In the case of former students who continue to be involved in academia, they spoke of 
the difficulties of publishing their work due to limited English writing skills. A former student, 
completing her master’s degree, described her desire to write in academic English: “If you are 
able to write in English, you can save yourself huge amounts of money on translation, as well 
increasing your chances of publishing your work in high quality journals.” The advantages of 
increased academic English writing skills also include enrolling in PhD programmes abroad. 
Being able to speak English, they said, “is both mandatory in most PhDs programmes, but also 
an advantage when applying for scholarships”. 

Figure 2
Current Students’ Felt Needs

Figure 3
Level of Frequency Former Students Lose Opportunities Due to Their Level of English
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The gap, therefore, consists of the following: most students would prefer ESP, but the materials 
and content of the compulsory English courses at USCO follow EGP. Further confirmation of 
this gap comes from the teachers’ questionnaire results, where teachers selected “to graduate 
from university” as the most popular reason as to why their students take the courses (figure 
4). This could indicate a lack of awareness as to students’ felt needs on the part of teachers. The 
issue with following EGP instead of ESP is that, according to former and current students, both 
commented that the university courses resembled the courses they took in secondary education, 
rather than representing a further challenge: “I feel that nothing [had] really changed. They 
were even teaching me numbers, colours, the verb to be. I mean, come on!” This was said to be 
the content of the textbook American Channel, which was heavily criticised by both former and 
current students, as well as by teachers. Students argued the content of American Channel was 
uninteresting. The fact that the textbook has been used for over ten years added to students’ 
lack of interest. Moreover, cohorts of students go through the same materials each semester. To 
conclude, students want a course that contributes to their academic and professional training. 
This, however, is yet to be delivered by an outdated EGP course.

Figure 4
Teachers’ Results to the Statement “My students take the English courses to…”

Suggestions for the Improvement of the Compulsory English Courses: From 
the Perspective of Current Students, Former Students, Teachers, and the 
Supervisor

In both interviews and questionnaires, participants were unanimous in their suggestions 
for improvement to the Compulsory English Courses at USCO: decrease class size, increase 
classroom resources, and change textbook. However, some unexpected responses are given 
below. 
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Both groups of students requested the best available teachers, which would require the 
assessment of teachers’ level of English. Current and former students called into question the 
English language proficiency of some teachers. To improve the courses, they believed, it is 
necessary to assess teacher’s English proficiency as well as their pedagogical skills. One current 
student argued that teachers should be “assess[ed on] the knowledge that they have too. We’d 
know how skilled and how resourceful they are.” Another former student said: “I also think it 
is important to have bicultural teachers... Sometimes you hear teachers speaking as badly as 
students do. Their teaching profile has to be [higher].” This may also explain the choice of “the 
interaction with native speakers should be increased” as the most popular way of improvement 
among both groups of students (figure 5). Students argued that it could be useful and more 
motivating to have someone who speak English as their mother tongue, which might also 
provide information on cultural aspects of the language. 

In terms of management of courses and collaboration between teachers, the following 
changes were suggested by teachers. First, they believe the university should enact a 
curriculum reformation in which the compulsory English courses grant academic credits to 
all undergraduate degrees, regardless of whether they are teaching degrees or non-teaching 
degrees. By adding credits, the marks students receive from the courses would impact their 
Grade Point Average. Students would therefore feel more motivated to deliver a better 
performance. In addition to adding credits, teachers feel that it would be helpful to update 
the English courses curriculum. Two significant changes would be additional course hours 
for English and updating the content to target students felt needs, i.e., desire to use English in 
professional and academic settings. To do so, teachers requested a greater number of teacher 
meetings and catch-ups with their supervisor. However, they stressed the importance of 
payment for these additional hours. In the words of one teacher: “We get together to design 
exams but not to plan the syllabus. Sometimes we don’t know, for example, when teachers are 
doing wonderful things in their lessons. It is all about sharing knowledge”.

The supervisor suggested launching awareness campaigns amongst students on the 
value of learning English. He also stated his belief that students from all undergraduate 
degrees should be granted academic credits upon completion of their English courses. The 
supervisor, however, stated that the addition of credits is unlikely to occur, as each faculty 
makes autonomous decisions in terms of their academic credits (figure 5). Adding credits to 
the compulsory English courses would require significant changes to the study plan of non-
teaching degrees. The credits would have to be taken from other courses to which they are 
currently allocated. As the deans of non-teaching degrees are reluctant to change their current 
distribution of credits, the supervisor suggests ways to increase their awareness: 

The work has to be done over there [in non-teaching degrees]. They need to understand 
that in a globalised world, speaking English and having technological competences will 
strengthen students’ profile… If it’s not clear for them, [our job] is difficult.
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Figure 5
Overall Participants’ Suggestions to Improve the Compulsory English Courses 

Discussion and Conclusion
In conclusion, the Compulsory English Courses are failing to meet stakeholders’ needs 

(figure 5). Both current and former students request an approach towards learning English that 
is beneficial to their career prospects, that is, ESP. Teachers are dissatisfied with facilities and 
have requested increased resources, as well as a greater sense of teamwork within the English 
Teaching Department. Finally, the supervisor is dealing with the university credit system and 
the lack of awareness of the importance of English among deans of faculties, especially those 
of non-teaching degrees. 



Laura Molina y Fernando Fernández What Stakeholders Need from their Undergraduate University English Courses.

15Praxis & Saber, 2023, 14(36),  e15308
https://doi.org/10.19053/22160159.v14.n36.2023.15308

Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations for future research are 
proposed. First, there should be further exploratory studies on the implementation of ESP 
in Colombian universities. These may contribute to understanding how to transition to ESP 
from English courses in which EGP has long been used. Second, considering criticism of the 
textbook, more studies would be useful on the alternatives available for teachers, thereby 
avoiding a dependency on the textbook. These may include providing instruction for teachers 
on how to design their own materials in a more efficient way, as well as using authentic resources. 
Lastly, in the specific case of USCO, a study on the differences between the proficiency level 
of students from teaching degrees and non-teaching degrees may be beneficial. This may 
indicate whether the fact of granting credits, as well as the difference in the number of hours of 
teaching, plays a role in achieving the English proficiency level set out by Colombian national 
foreign language policies.
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