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PROFESSIONAL ENGLISH IN PSYCHOLOGY: APPLIED LINGUISTIC 

APPROACHES TO TERMINOLOGY, DISCOURSE, AND SKILLS 

DEVELOPMENT 

 

Ірина ХОЛОД 

кандидат педагогічних наук, доцент, доцент кафедри міжкультурної 

комунікації та соціально-гуманітарних дисциплін 

ВНПЗ «Дніпровський гуманітарний університет» 

 

У статті досліджуються сучасні підходи прикладної лінгвістики до викладання 

професійної англійської мови в психології в рамках англійської мови для спеціальних цілей 

(ESP). З огляду на глобальну домінантність англійської мови як основної мови наукової та 

професійної комунікації, у дослідженні наголошується на зростаючій потребі студентів-

психологів у розвитку володіння іноземною мовою. Ці знання є необхідними для доступу до 

наукових знань, участі в міжнародних академічних дискусіях та ефективної професійної 

практики. У статті приділяється особлива увага проблемам оволодіння психологічною 

термінологією та професійним дискурсом, які характеризуються концептуальною складністю, 

міждисциплінарним характером та жанровою різноманітністю. Завдання-орієнтоване 

навчання представлено як ефективний засіб інтеграції термінології, дискурсу та розвитку 

мовних навичок через професійно-релевантні комунікативні завдання. Для ілюстрації 

педагогічної цінності попередньої підготовки до завдання та послідовності завдань 

обговорюється приклад завдання-орієнтованого підходу в викладанні англійської мови з 

орієнтацією на психологію. У висновку дослідження стверджується, що прикладні 

лінгвістичні підходи, засновані на автентичному професійному дискурсі та завдання-

орієнтованому навчанні, значно покращують розвиток стійких професійних комунікативних 

навичок у майбутніх психологів. Воно пропонує перспективні напрямки для подальших 

досліджень та педагогічних інновацій у сфері ESP. 

 

Ключові слова: англійська мова для спеціальних цілей (ESP), професійна англійська 

мова в психології, прикладна лінгвістика, психологічна термінологія, професійний дискурс, 

завдання-орієнтоване викладання мови, розвиток навичок. 

 

This article explores contemporary applied linguistic approaches to teaching Professional 

English in psychology within the framework of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). With English’s 

global dominance as the primary language of scientific and professional communication, the study 

emphasizes the increasing need for psychology students to develop foreign language proficiency. 

This proficiency is essential for accessing scientific knowledge, participating in international 

academic discourse, and engaging effectively in professional practice. The article pays special 

attention to the challenges of mastering psychological terminology and professional discourse, which 

are characterized by conceptual complexity, interdisciplinary nature, and genre diversity. Task-based 

instruction is presented as an effective means of integrating terminology, discourse, and language 

skills development through professionally relevant communicative tasks. An example of task-based 

implementation in psychology-oriented English instruction is discussed to illustrate the pedagogical 

value of pre-task scaffolding and task sequencing. In conclusion, the study asserts that applied 

linguistic approaches grounded in authentic professional discourse and task-based learning 

significantly enhance the development of sustainable professional communication skills in future 

psychologists. It suggests promising directions for further research and pedagogical innovation in 

ESP. 
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Keywords: English for Specific Purposes (ESP), professional English in psychology, applied 

linguistics, psychological terminology, professional discourse, task-based language teaching, skills 

development. 

 

Currently, psychology as a science is undergoing intensive integration into the 

international arena, where English serves as the primary means of scientific and 

professional communication. Recognizing the critical role of English in psychology 

can inspire educators and researchers to prioritize language skills, fostering a sense of 

purpose and relevance in their work. 

In recent decades, scientific research has been actively developing approaches 

to teaching professional English within the framework of English for Specific Purposes 

(ESP), applied linguistics, linguodidactics, and psycholinguistics. However, the 

specific challenges faced by psychology students-such as mastering discipline-specific 

terminology and engaging in professional discourse-remain underexplored, which may 

hinder effective language acquisition for future psychologists. Addressing these 

challenges can foster a sense of achievement and confidence. 

Particular attention should be paid to the systematic study of psychological 

terminology and discursive models of professional communication, which are 

characterized by high conceptual complexity, an interdisciplinary nature, and genre 

diversity. Emphasizing the importance of linguistic analysis of these elements can 

motivate scholars and educators to deepen their understanding and advance the field. 

In this context, it is appropriate to review contemporary applied linguistic 

approaches to teaching professional English in psychology, including task-based 

learning, corpus linguistics, methodological advantages and limitations of these 

approaches, and to outline promising areas for further research. 

The purpose of this review article is to summarise and critically analyse 

scientific approaches to teaching professional English to psychology students, with an 

emphasis on developing professional foreign language communication skill. It focuses 

on developing effective foreign language communication skills through the exploration 

of psychological terminology, engagement with professional English discourse, and 

the enhancement of language skills pertinent to the academic and practical activities of 
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future psychologists through work with psychological terminology, professional 

English discourse, and the development of language skills relevant to the academic and 

practical activities of future psychologists. 

The twenty-first century proves a convincing proof of the English language 

dominance all over the world in such areas as business, international relations, 

diplomacy, aviation, maritime communication, technology and Sciences. English as 

the primary language of scientific communication, shaping not only how knowledge is 

shared but also how scientific thought is structured, evaluated, and legitimised. For 

researchers and professionals in psychology, this dominance of English means that 

access to the latest theories, empirical findings, and methodological innovations 

depends primarily on English-language texts. Consequently, limited proficiency in 

professional English can lead to restricted access to knowledge, decreased participation 

in international academic discussions, and reduced visibility of research outputs. 

Today, around 98% of scientific publications in high-impact journals are written 

in English. According to UNESCO, almost 90% of scientific articles referenced in 

international databases (such as PubMed or Web of Science) are in English, even when 

the authors are non-English speakers [3]. 

Teaching English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has gained increasing importance 

in recent decades. It has become one of the most prominent areas in the field of 

Teaching English as a Foreign or Second Language (TEFL/TESL). This growth 

reflects the expanding need for language instruction aligned with learners’ academic 

and professional requirements. 

Hutchinson T. and Waters A. (1987) conceptualize ESP as an approach rather 

than a product. From this perspective, ESP does not represent a specific variety of 

language, a fixed teaching methodology, or a predetermined set of instructional 

materials. Instead, it is defined by its focus on learners’ communicative needs and the 

purposes for which language is required [2]. 

Similarly, Strevens P. (1988) characterises ESP by distinguishing between four 

absolute characteristics and two variable characteristics, thereby emphasising both its 
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core defining features and its contextual flexibility. This framework highlights the 

systematic yet adaptable nature of ESP as a pedagogical approach [6]. 

P. Robinson’s definition, as referenced in Dudley-Evans and St John (1998, p.3), 

further clarifies the concept of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) by identifying two 

key criteria: it is usually goal-directed and based on needs analysis. Additionally, 

Robinson highlights several common characteristics associated with ESP instruction, 

including its typically limited duration and its focus on adult learners in relatively 

homogeneous groups [5]. 

 

Figure 1. ESP classification by experience (Robinson, 1991) 

Typical tree diagram for ESP, which divides EAP and EOP according to discipline or 

professional area is shown in Figure 1.2. 

 

 
Fig.2 ESP classification by professional area (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998) 

 

As we can see, in teaching ESP, the most constraining factor to success is limited 

cultural context, which significantly affects comprehension. Many studies (Steffen et 
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al., 1979; Carrell, 1981) have demonstrated how cultural knowledge influences 

understanding, particularly through processes like distortion and elaboration that 

explain differences between a recall text and the original [4]. 

Applied linguistic research highlights the critical importance of lexical 

patterning and collocation in effectively using psychological terminology. Developing 

professional competence in psychology requires not only a strong understanding of 

individual terms but also an awareness of how these terms typically co-occur with 

specific verbs, adjectives, and evaluative expressions – such as unconditional positive 

regard, respondent behaviour, and narcissistic personality disorder. 

Corpus-based studies indicate that these recurring lexical patterns are essential 

for fluency within the discipline, enhancing the naturalness and precision of 

professional communication. Consequently, vocabulary instruction informed by 

applied linguistics enables learners to identify and incorporate these patterns integrated 

into meaningful communication. Moreover, terminology in psychology often coincides 

with everyday language, which can lead to misunderstandings or oversimplifications 

if not clarified. Psychological terms like stress, disorder, and intelligence have 

specialized meanings in psychological discourse that differ significantly from their 

usage in general English. 

Applied linguistic approaches emphasize these distinctions by placing 

terminology within authentic disciplinary contexts, thus enhancing conceptual clarity 

and reducing the risk of misinterpretation in both academic and professional 

communication. From a teaching perspective, integrating terminology instruction with 

discourse and skills development aligns well with contemporary models of English for 

Specific Purposes (ESP), which prioritize practical language usage and relevance to 

professional contexts. Engaging learners in activities such as analysing research 

abstracts, interpreting diagnostic descriptions, and writing case summaries allows them 

to internalize psychological terminology as a vital part of their professional apparatus. 

This task-based and discourse-oriented approach not only facilitates the transfer of 

lexical knowledge across various communicative contexts but also fosters learner 

autonomy and confidence [1]. 
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So, these senses reveal that applied linguistic approaches to terminology in ESP 

for psychology provide a comprehensive framework for addressing the discipline's 

complex linguistic, conceptual, and pragmatic demands. Terminology integration 

within authentic discourse and professional tasks, these methodologies significantly 

enhance the development of disciplinary literacy and sustainable professional 

communication skills, equipping learners for future success in their careers. 

In the perspectives of ESP, skills development is understood as the acquisition 

of communicative abilities that enable learners to perform effectively within specific 

academic and professional domains. Applied linguistics conceptualizes language skills 

not as isolated competencies but as interdependent processes embedded in disciplinary 

discourse and professional practice. Consequently, skills development in professional 

English for psychology requires an integrated approach that reflects the communicative 

demands of the discipline. 

The task-based approach is widely recognized as a leading methodology in 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) because it directly connects language learning to 

the communicative demands of professional practice. In ESP, language is not viewed 

as an abstract system to be mastered in isolation; instead, it is seen as a functional tool 

used to accomplish specific tasks relevant to different disciplines. Task-based language 

teaching embodies this principle by organizing instruction around meaningful, goal-

oriented activities that reflect real-world professional actions. 

Tasks are chosen and sequenced based on the learners’ professional needs rather 

than following predetermined grammatical structures. This approach allows language 

instruction to prioritize functional adequacy, accuracy, and appropriateness within 

specific disciplinary contexts. Additionally, TBLT promotes the development of 

integrated language skills. Professional tasks typically require the simultaneous use of 

reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills. 

In the Communicational Language Project, a task-based lesson included a pre-

task designed to prepare students for a primary task of the same kind. The pre-task was 

conducted with the whole class, while the main task was completed individually by 

each student, meaning there was no small group work involved. During the pre-task, 
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teachers guided learners by simplifying, repeating, and paraphrasing their input to 

ensure comprehension. They also reformulated learners' attempts to use the second 

language (L2) in a more accurate way when necessary. Prabhu rejected the idea of 

group work, believing it would expose learners to poor models of English. In contrast, 

Willis (1996) proposed a different framework for a task-based lesson that emphasized 

learner interaction. Willis established a standard format for task-based lessons, which 

consists of a pre-task stage, a main-task stage, and a post-task stage. He prioritized 

small-group work during the main task phase, referred to as the ‘task cycle,’ but 

allowed for teacher-centered activities in the pre-task and language focus stages [1]. 

 

Fig.3 Outline of the task-based learning framework Source: Based on Willis (1996). 

Conclusions. This article compellingly demonstrates the significant advantages 

of applied linguistic approaches in teaching Professional English to psychology 

students within the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) framework. Given the 

pervasive role of English in scientific communication, it is crucial to cultivate 

professional foreign language competence that facilitates both academic success and 

professional engagement. The intricate nature of psychological terminology 

necessitates systematic, discourse-based instruction, especially due to its nuanced 

overlap with general language. Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) emerges as a 

powerful methodology for seamlessly integrating terminology, discourse, and essential 
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skills development. By incorporating authentic, profession-oriented tasks, educators 

can effectively enhance disciplinary literacy and significantly strengthen sustainable 

professional communication skills. 
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