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Abstract: The purpose of the this survey study was to explore if there were any differences between EGP
and ESP teachers in terms of the way they perceived their pedagogical knowledge and teaching skills in teach-
ing English when they were teaching in distance and regular education systems. To this aim, 84 teachers from
a regular University and 50 teachers from the distance university were selected to participate in the survey.
They were all novice teachers that had been working either in EGP and ESP courses for 1 to 4 years. The sur-
vey instrument used in this study was a questionnaire developed by Choy, Lim, Chong, and Wong (2012). It
consists of 37 items, each with two Likert rating scales of 5 points which assess the self-perceived pedagogical
knowledge and skills of the teachers. To compare the mean scores obtained from EGP and ESP teachers’ per-
ceptions of their knowledge and skills in distance and regular systems, MANOVA statistical technique was
run on SPSS. The results showed that there was not any significant difference between distance and regular
teachers of EGP in terms of their perceptions of their knowledge level and teaching skills. But, distance and
regular teachers’ perceptions of their pedagogical knowledge level in ESP courses were significantly different.
A significant difference was also observed in the perceptions of pedagogical skills level between ESP teachers
in two university systems with ESP teachers in the distance university perceiving their knowledge and skills
at a higher level than their counterparts in reqular education system. The results of this study have some
implications for teacher training and professional development programs and pave the way for future studies
on teachers’ and learners’ perceptions.

Keywords: Distance education, English for general purposes, English for specific purposes,
teachers’ professionalism, teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, teaching skills.

Introduction

Along with rapid changes in technology and education, a kind of paradigm shift was
also observed in both communications and the field of teacher training (Hawkins, 2004).
Teaching was once considered as a kind of “technical enterprise”, and teachers were en-
couraged to learn and apply certain skills and practices. Later, teaching was seen as a
“cognitive process” which focused on analyzing teachers’ mental processes. In recent
years, the “critical teacher training programs” have been of a great concern in which
teachers are “ the agents of change”, those who can develop appropriate attitudes and
mentalities to reflect on not only “what they know.” (knowledge), but also on “who they
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are” (their identities) (Hawkins, 2004).

Despite this paradigm shift which opens the eyes of the teachers to the critical era of
change in teaching, it seems that some contexts, like the context of English for Specific
Purposes (ESP), still suffer from a kind of chaos in pedagogy due to the incongruence
between teachers of English for General Purposes (EGP) and teachers of English for Spe-
cific Purposes (ESP), on one hand, and between perceptions and practices, on the other
hand. Because of these instabilities, the aim of the present study is to investigate teachers’
perceptions of two aspects of knowledge and teaching skills. To this aim, the following
research questions are answered in this study:

1. Is there any significant difference between regular and distance systems teachers’
perceptions of their pedagogical knowledge and their teaching skills in General En-
glish courses?

2. Is there any significant difference between regular and distance systems teachers’
perceptions of their pedagogical knowledge and their teaching skills in ESP courses?

Literature Review

In this part, the theoretical background and the related studies on the issue of teachers’
perception and professionalism conducted so far have been presented.

Teachers’” Pedagogical Knowledge

According to Konig et al. (2011), one of the important factors of teacher knowledge is Gen-
eral Pedagogical Knowledge (GPK). L. S. Shulman (1987); Sothayapetch, Lavonen, and
Juuti (2013) define GPK as a set of “principles and strategies of classroom management
and organization that appear to transcend subject matter”; it also includes knowledge
about learners and learning, assessment, and educational contexts and purposes. GPK,
as Grossman and Richert (1988) state, refers to the knowledge that teachers have of learn-
ing theories, instructional principles, educational philosophies, learners and classroom
management techniques and, as a concept in research, is divided into three categories:
instructional model (teaching method), classroom management, and classroom commu-
nication (Morine-Dershimer & Kent, 1999).

Effective Teaching Skills

According to Tikunoff (1983); Salmani-Nodoushan (2006), effective teachers are those who
can have a definite description of what instruction would entail, operationalize these spec-
ifications, and direct the student performance toward the achievement of desired results.
The principles of effective teaching have been developed based on the research conducted
on effective teachers’ classroom practices and processes. Blum (1984); Richards (2001) has
presented a list of 12 characteristics for effective teaching among them are: (1) giving clear
and focused instruction, (2) monitoring students’ progress, (3) using class time properly,
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(4) having positive interpersonal skills with students and (5) using rewards to encourage
students.

The Role of Teachers’ Perceptions of their Knowledge and Skills in their
Professional Development

Eggen and Kauchak (2001) see perception as a process in human growth which has a cog-
nitive dimension; they believe that through perception, people are able to give meaning
to their experiences (Wong, Chong, Choy, Wong, & Goh, 2008). Different factors may
affect human’s perceptions of his environment, including present and previous experi-
ences, individual stance at a particular moment, the physical condition of the perceptual
faculties, the person’s interest, attention level, and the interpretation given to the percep-
tion. Due to the sensitivity of classroom events and the role of socio-affective and (Meta)
cognitive factors in effective teaching and learning, the issue of teachers’ perceptions and
attitudes has frequently been studied so far (Peerzada & Jabeen, 2014; Atique & Khan,
2015). In the study by Wilson, Floden, and Ferrini-Mundy (2001), a high correlation was
found between what teachers perceived they know and what they teach. Thus, one of the
main factors which enhances the teachers” ability for effective teaching is their perception
of knowledge and skill which is, itself, highly flexible and subject to change during the
process of professional development.

Effective Factors on Changing Teachers’ Professionalism

In the literature on teacher education and professionalism, different models exist on teacher
professional development. For example, Berliner (1995)’s of teacher professional devel-
opment in which teachers start as novices and go through different successive levels to
become advanced beginner, competent, proficient and expert teachers is one of the first
models which, according to PiSova et al. (2011), has taken on a pedagogical-didactic ap-
proach to professional development and has ignored the impact of personal differences
or contextual variables. There are some other frameworks which give more prominence
to teachers’ characteristics (PiSova et al., 2011; Maynard & Furlong, 1995). Based on these
models, in the first step in teachers” development process, the focus is on teacher’s “sur-
vival” in the classroom; then, the emphasis shifts to teaching contexts and the final stress
is on students’ learning.

Another approach to teacher professional development is the socio-pedagogical one
(PiSové et al., 2011). Under this approach, some of the models Huberman’s model cited by
(Glatthorn, 1995) focus on individual phases of teaching experience (1-3 years, 4-6 years,
7-18 years, 19-30 years, 31-40 years) as the stages of teachers’ professional development;
some deal with teacher preparation in reference to the research results (Bevan, 2004) or
to the sense of environment (Joyce & Shovers, 2002). There are, also, Day et al. (2007);
Nias (1989) models which put emphasis on the teachers’ professional self-perception in
connection with the impacts of outside elements. Teachers’ reflection is, also, another
factor which underpins some of the models of professional development (Spilkov4, 2011;
Steffy, Wolfe, Pasch, & Enz, 2000) .
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From a third perspective, there are several models which view teacher professional
development from a socio-pedagogical-didactic approach (PiSova et al., 2011). Fessler’s
model (Fessler & Ingram, 2003) considers three underlying systems in teacher profes-
sional cycle: the career cycle (educational subsystem), the individual surrounding (psy-
chological subsystem) and the institutional context (social subsystem). According to Shul-
man and Shulman’s framework (L. S. Shulman & Shulman, 2004) three layers of individ-
ual, community and policy evolve during the professional development of a teacher with
teachers’ reflection as the base of the changes.

Teachers’ Professional Development in General vs. Specific Purposes
English

One of the common trends in universities, all over the world, is to include both EGP and
ESP courses in the language curriculum of their students to meet both their global needs
and their future career needs (Bracaj, 2014). But, in most of the systems, ESP, has taken
priority over EGP to the extends that some higher education stakeholders and practition-
ers claim that ESP should replace EGP, the long-standing practice of English language
teaching in many universities, and thus become the common trend in college English ed-
ucation. They believe that EGP should be considered just as a prerequisite in language
learning and should be studied before, but not during tertiary education level; English
courses should be presented at more specialized levels commensurate with the students’
subject specific fields. Furthermore, ESP is regarded as more effective than EGP in en-
hancing students’ learning motivation because it relates to their fields of study and caters
to their needs (Bracaj, 2014).

In Iran tertiary education system, ESP teachers are usually those who have some train-
ing in humanity with Master’s or Doctoral degrees in Linguistics, Applied Linguistics,
TESOL, or translation. There are rarely any teachers that have got their degree in ESP. The
majority of ESP teachers, therefore, do not have enough knowledge and skills for han-
dling the specialized issues in disciplines outside the realm of their expertise (Wilkins,
1976) cited by Abedeen (2015). This becomes more acute when no in-service ESP prepara-
tion course is offered at universities. This leads to an environment where beginning ESP
teachers start their profession with only a couple of semesters teaching in General English
courses. This is while General English course, according to Mallikarjun (1983) “aims at
all language skills and develops a general competence in the learner to communicate in
routine functional domains. The learner, however, will not be able to communicate in
situations which are technical in nature and which are not common to all speakers of the
language” (Abedeen, 2015). This shift in the focus of course from General to technical
competence in English on the side of the learners, requires an ESP teacher education pro-
grams with special attention to the development of pedagogical content knowledge on
the side of the teacher as one of the main elements of ESP teacher knowledge.
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Distance vs. Regular Education Systems

One of the expectations of students in any educational setting is that such concerns as
classroom organization, schedule and student tasks are clearly introduced to them just
from the beginning of the course. The teacher, therefore, should organize the classroom
procedure, grouping for tasks and demands for interactions and assignments (Simonson,
Smaldino, & Zvacek, 2014). Moreover, as suggested by Sorensen and Baylen (2004), there
is a set of instructional practice principles for engaging students in effective learning ex-
periences which includes such items as: interaction with students, cooperation among
students, active learning experiences, immediate feedback, high expectations, and appre-
ciating diversity. In the distance education teaching and learning, however, there are some
additional concerns that mostly engage the teachers and put them in the challenging sit-
uations for being a quality teacher. Below, some of the concerns mentioned for distance
teachers have been presented:

¢ Providing required supports for not only delivery of content but for also the use of
technologies involved in that process.

e Creating instructions for educational practice or experience necessary for effective
teaching at a distance.

e Designing instruction with opportunities for giving feedback to the students and
with due considerations of the background and the responsibilities of the students.

e Applying student-centered and interactive teaching methods which match the ob-
jectives of the distance learning (Herring & Smaldino, 2007; Miller, 2009; Simonson
etal., 2014).

o Using strategies that engage learners in active rather than passive learning experi-
ences (Conrad & Donaldson, 2012; Simonson et al., 2014).

Conducting research on teachers’ professional knowledge and its influences on class-
room decisions and performances is rather a new phenomenon in language teaching. A
few studies have explored the relationship between teachers’” perceptions and the way
they work in EGP teaching (L. S. Shulman, 1987; L. Shulman, 1986; Cook, 1996; Andrews,
1999). However, in ESP teaching, this kind of study is rare or sporadic (Abedeen, 2015).
Moreover, investigating the impacts of teachers” knowledge on their classroom teaching,
and studying the practical and professional needs of ESP teachers is not found among the
research carried out earlier on ESP teaching and teacher development. When different
education systems come into scene (in this case, regular vs. distance education systems),
the paucity of research becomes more acute. This study aims to compare the EGP and ESP
teachers’ perceptions of their knowledge and skills across regular and distance university
systems.
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Methodology

This study was designed as an analytic survey using questionnaire to check the differ-
ences between self- perceived knowledge and skills of the novice teachers of English
across different education systems and different types of the English courses. The survey
was selected to be in an analytic type, here, because, in this study, the aim goes beyond
just describing what is there; it attempts to find some answers to the research questions
by analyzing the patterns observed in the participants” answers.

Participants

The population of the present study consisted of English teachers that were teaching at
Isfahan University (as a regular education system) and Isfahan Payam Noor University
(as a distance education system). Out of this population, a sample of 84 teachers was
selected from Isfahan University and a sample of 50 teachers from Payam Noor Univer-
sity by a purposive sampling technique. The sampling is purposive because the partici-
pant teachers must have been selected from among the novice teachers with 1 to 5 years
of experience in teaching English who have not yet passed any professional develop-
ment program, and their perceptions and skills are, therefore, just subject to their preser-
vice preparation programs and their limited experience in classrooms (Remmik, Karm, &
Lepp, 2013; Palmer, Stough, Burdenski, & Gonzales, 2005). The composition of groups
has been indicated in table 1 below:

Tablel
Characteristics of the General English and ESP Teachers in the distance and

Regular Education Systems

Education system Type of N Aver.age Year.s of Exp.erience
the Course in Teaching English
Regular General English  63.0 4.0
ESP 21.0 3.0
Distance General English  33.0 35
ESP 17.0 3.0

Instrument of Data Collection

The main instrument used in this study was a survey questionnaire developed by Choy
et al. (2012). It consists of 37 items, each with two Likert rating scales of 5 points which
assess the self-perceived pedagogical knowledge and skills of the teachers. The original
version had 40 items, but, for the previous studies have showed that this questionnaire
was both internally and externally valid (Choy et al., 2012; Chong, Wong, Choy, Wong,
& Goh, 2010). But, to check the reliability of the instrument, a pilot study was done,
based on its results, the Cronbach coefficient was calculated and reported to be 0.96. The
questionnaire, therefore, was deemed reliable and could be used in this study. Table 2
shows the items:

As it has been indicated, in this questionnaire, teachers should mark their perceptions
of the level of their knowledge on a scale with five points: 1 (No Knowledge At All), 2
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(Not So Knowledgeable), 3 (Uncertain), 4 (Knowledgeable), and 5 (Highly Knowledge-
able). They should also show their perceptions of the level of their skills in teaching in the
areas determined by the items. In this scale, again, 1 points to “No Confidence At All”; 2
means “Not So Certain”; 3 is marked when teachers are “Uncertain”; 4 shows that they
are “Confident”; and 5 indicates that they are “Extremely Confident”.

Data Collection Procedure

The data for the present study were collected at the end of 2015-2016 education year. At
first, teachers were informed of the purpose of the study and the nature of the items to be
responded, and they were invited to participate voluntarily. The survey questionnaires,
then, were distributed among volunteer teachers either by email or in the face to face
meetings and answers were collected.

Data Analysis and Results

Four different sets of data were collected from each university (four from distance and
four from Isfahan University of which two sets were collected from General English teach-
ers and two were from ESP teachers). Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics for each set
of data.

Table 3
Means of Teachers’ Perceptions of their Levels of Pedagogical Knowledge and
Teaching Skills in General English and ESP Programs

Distance Regular
General Eng ESP General Eng ESP
Perception of knowledge 3.29 4.60 3.37 3.70
Perception of skills 3.38 3.53 3.36 341

As it was indicated, there are some differences between distance and regular teachers’
perceptions of their pedagogical knowledge at General English and ESP programs. At
General English program, the distance education teachers’ perceptions of their pedagogi-
cal knowledge level (3.29) are slightly lower than that for regular teachers of General En-
glish (3.37). At ESP program, there are also some differences in teachers’ perception level.
Distance teachers’ overall perception level (4.60) is much higher than that of regular teach-
ers (3.70). Similarly, if we compare the average scores across different programs within
the same university system, again a difference is observed between General English and
ESP teachers’ perceptions of their level of knowledge, with ESP teachers showing a higher
level of pedagogical knowledge.

As to perception of teaching skill, contrary results were obtained. Teachers’ percep-
tions of their level of pedagogical knowledge were almost the same among General En-
glish teachers in different university systems (3.38 and 3.36). But, teachers’ perceptions
of their level of pedagogical skills showed some differences in ESP teachers, where the
average score for ESP teachers in the distance education system (3.53) was higher than
that for ESP teachers in regular system (3.41).
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To answer the first research question, MANOVA was used to compare the mean scores
obtained from General English teachers’ perceptions of their knowledge and skills in dis-
tance and regular systems. At first, a test of equality of covariance was done and the result
showed that there was no difference between two university systems (F = 0.85, p=0.57).
MANOVA therefore, was suitable for the analysis with teachers” perceptions of knowl-
edge and skills as dependent variables and type of the education system as the indepen-
dent variable. The results of analysis showed that there was not any significant difference
between distance and regular teachers of General English in terms of their perceptions of
their knowledge level [Wilk’s Lamda= 0.90, F (1, 134)= 1.99, p=0.07]. Similar results were
reported for teachers’ perceptions of their teaching skills in General English courses with
Wilk’s Lamda=0.90, F (1, 134)= 2.17, p= 0.04 which showed that General English teachers
in distance and regular education systems had similar perceptions of their teaching skills
level.

To answer the second question, another MANOVA was run on SPSS to check any prob-
able differences in perceptions of distance and regular systems ESP teachers. The results
showed that there was a significant difference between distance and regular teachers’ per-
ceptions of their pedagogical knowledge level in ESP courses [Wilk’s Lamda = 0.94, F (1,
134)=5.56, p < 0.01]. A significant difference was also observed in the perceptions of ped-
agogical skills level between ESP teachers in two university systems [Wilk’s Lamda= 0.93,
F (1, 134) = 6.1, p < 0.01]. These differences have already been indicated in table 3 with
ESP teachers in the distance university perceiving their knowledge and skills at a higher
level than their counterparts in the regular education system.

Discussion

Contrary to EGP which takes a wide basis of knowledge and skills as its target, ESP,
as said by Far (2008), is concentrated on specialized contexts in particular areas of skill
or knowledge. According to Harding (2007), the main feature of ESP is its adjustment
to students’ specialized needs - while EGP focuses on all four language skills, in ESP
the teacher should explore which of these skills is needed for the students” professions
(Fiorito, 2005). The specialized content is another characteristic of ESP which according
to Hutchinson and Waters (1987) comprises English for Science and Technology, English
for Business and Economics, and English for Social Sciences.

The difference observed in this study between ESP teachers in the distance and reg-
ular education systems can be explained based on F. Fuller and Brown (1975)’s model of
teachers’ concerns during professional development. According to this model, beginning
teachers are concerned with “self”, or their “capability of teaching students and becoming
a part of the educational environment”. After this stage, teachers enter into a task stage,
where they “expressed task concerns or fears about developing appropriate instructional
materials”. And, finally, in a late teaching stage, when self and task issues have been
decided upon teachers become mostly concerned with the impact of their teaching on
students which “encompass larger educational decisions and considerations of the im-
pact of current trends and issues on students in the classroom”. In regular education
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system, where regular teacher-students interactions in classroom are the characteristic
feature of the education system, it is reasonable that teachers enter the impact stage faster
than teachers in the distance education where teacher-students interactions are limited.
This impact stage is more acute in ESP contexts in which everything is determined based
on students’ needs.

On the other hand, in General English, where students’ specific needs are not as much
important as in ESP contexts, teachers’ perceptions of their pedagogical knowledge and
skills, are almost the same in the distance and regular education systems. It means that,
novice teachers remain much longer in self and task stages and pass into the impact stage
much later in their professional development period.

Conclusions

Based on the results of this study, something that makes EGP and ESP teachers’ percep-
tions different in two education systems is their knowledge and skills in dealing with stu-
dents. It means that in distance universities, where students are usually at distance, not
in face-to-face interactions, ESP teachers have high perceptions of their knowledge and
skills in teaching. Looking back at the questionnaires responses, this could be inferred
from teachers’ responses to items 23 - 30, where most of the ESP teachers in distance
system have perceived themselves as highly knowledgeable and extremely confident in
the areas like responding to different student needs, dealing with students with behav-
ioral and learning problems, showing concern for the holistic development of students,
dealing with student learning-groups, managing individual students’ learning, using ap-
propriate techniques to control student behavior, checking students’ learning and actions
during lessons, managing student discipline, whereas ESP teachers in the regular sys-
tem who are frequently in contact with students in their regular classroom sessions have
reported that they are mostly uncertain as to their knowledge and skills in the same areas.

Table 3, also, showed that EGP teachers in the distance university were a little more
confident in their teaching skills than EGP teachers in the regular university; in contrast,
EGP teachers, in the Regular system, perceived themselves a little more knowledgeable.
These perceptions are observable in the responses obtained from the first ten items in
the questionnaire, where EGP teachers in the distance university showed that they were
confident of their skills in areas like: choosing appropriate teaching strategies, asking stu-
dents the right questions, producing their own teaching materials, incorporating effective
communication technology, designing and planning the lessons, determining appropri-
ate teaching methods and etc. EGP teachers in the regular university, on the other hand,
believed that they were highly knowledgeable in these areas.

In sum, the results of this study suggested that the self-perceived level of knowledge
and skills was different in EGP and ESP beginning teachers in distance and regular educa-
tion systems. In some areas of teaching (those which are directly related to teacher-student
interactions), distance nature of university has affected positively on teachers’ perceptions
while in other areas (including those aspects which are related to teacher’s planning and
management of classroom events), it is the teachers in the regular system that see their
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knowledge and skills at a higher level.

Implications

The results of this study show the importance of professional development programs
that put more emphasis on understanding and practicing teaching skills for both distance
and regular system teachers. According to Johansson (2006), teacher educators should
apply the research findings on teacher knowledge for the improvement of training pro-
grams for prospective teachers. They should promote analytical thinking and help future
teachers to “access experienced teachers’ practices and the cognition underpinning them
(Abdelhafez, 2010).” This, in turn, helps the teachers in understanding their tacit theo-
ries and ideas, and developing knowledge of the effects of their perceptions on classroom
procedures (Borg, 1998). On the other hand, focus should be on the development of ac-
countability systems which make teachers and teacher training centers responsible for
enhancing the pedagogical knowledge and teaching skills based on the standards set ac-
cording to the research which is done on the profiles of professional competencies.

Recommendations and Suggestions for Further Studies

This study has only been conducted on novice teachers’ perceptions. Some further studies
are needed to include both novice and experienced teachers and compare their knowledge
and skills with each other. Such comparative studies will contribute to our understanding
of the factors that affect language teachers” knowledge of language teaching practices in
different contexts and different systems.

The perceptions of knowledge and skills should also be compared between learners
and teachers, on the one hand, and also, between teachers and other stakeholders in the
field, on the other hand. This could give us more insights as to the nature of the problems
that challenge our teaching and learning processes and suggest ways for handling these
challenges.

And last, but not least, in this study, the ESP teachers were selected from different aca-
demic disciplines but because of the practical issues and the complexity of the research de-
sign, their fields of study could not be controlled or considered among the main variables
under study. It’s, therefore, recommended that, in future studies, the probable differences
in teachers’ perceptions of their knowledge and skills be explored across different subject
specific fields.
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