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On Sixth-Generation College English Textbooks from the

Perspective of Interdisciplinary Foreign Language Teaching

CAI Jigang
(Xianda College of Economics and Humanities, Shanghai International Studies University, Shanghai 202162, China)

Abstract. According to the Ministry of Education of
the People’s Republic of China, interdisciplinarity is the
key to building new disciplines in engineering, medicine,
agriculture and the humanities. Like other areas of the
humanities, foreign language teaching is struggling to find
its own way of cultivating interdisciplinary talents. In
China, teaching materials play an important role, as the
content of teaching is often determined by them. Since
1980, we have gone through five generations of college
English textbooks. In the field of college English teaching,
there is a growing recognition that a paradigm shift in the
development of college English textbooks from English for
general purposes ( EGP) to English for specific purposes
(ESP) to meet the needs of students’ academic studies
might be the direction of a new generation—the sixth
generation—of college English textbooks. However, few
studies have discussed interdisciplinarity and its relationship
with ESP in detail. The aim of this paper is to analyse how
the development of new college English textbooks focuses
on interdisciplinarity and ESP. There are three points.
First, a proper understanding of interdisciplinarity is
crucial. Many interdisciplinary college teaching materials
have been published in recent years. However, most of
them use only articles or non-technical materials of
medicine, engineering and agriculture as the texts of
teaching materials. We believe that interdisciplinarity does
not imply the use of English as a tool for learning subject-
specific content. The English-as-medium instruction
approach is commonly adopted by target disciplines rather
than foreign language teaching. The correct approach is to
teach ESP. Secondly, it is important to have a proper
understanding of ESP. ESP is a branch of English
linguistics, and according to the Functional Grammar, ESP
develops its own theories

of registers, genres and

metadiscourses. Register refers to different language styles
used by different disciplines in different contexts, for
different audiences and in different communicative ways.
Genres are reoccurring academic events such as research
articles, literature reviews, dissertations and lab reports that
use their own distinctive discourse structures and syntactic
patterns. Hence, to teach ESP is to teach how the content
and theories of a particular discipline is constructed. Meta-
discourse is the author’s voice to the data and results they
collect, and the way they speak to their readers. To teach
ESP is therefore to teach how the content and theories of a
particular discipline are constructed and communicated in
English, that is to say, the particular language rather than
the content itself. ESP teaching materials should show and
provide such ESP knowledge and give instructions on how
a research article of medicine or a lab report of engineering
is written. Thirdly, a project-based approach can be used
in teaching such ESP knowledge. Registers, genres and
metadiscourses can be analysed in the context of a
particular text, such as a research paper. But an effective
way to teach theory is to ask students to undertake a
discipline-specific project. To complete this project they
must collect data in their disciplinary research and write an
essay composed of an introduction, methodology, results
and discussion to report the data and findings. In writing,
they naturally acquire the ESP knowledge.

In conclusion, interdisciplinarity, ESP knowledge
and a project-based approach may characterise ESP foreign
language teaching materials—the new generation of
foreign language teaching materials.

Key words: Interdisciplinarity; Foreign Language
Teaching; College English Materials ; ESP; Project-Based
Approach
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