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ABSTRACT
Despite extensive studies on personalised learning (PL), its implementation in higher education (HE) 
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) classes remains underexplored. This study addressed the paucity by 
exploring HE ESP teachers’ views of PL based on their teaching experiences and their preferences among 
its three types (i.e., personalisation, differentiation, and individualisation) in Indonesia, where ESP courses 
are often characterised by heterogeneous and large classes. Through semi-structured interviews with eight 
purposively selected Indonesian HE ESP teachers and document analysis, this study employed Matthew 
B. Miles et al.’s qualitative data analysis framework to uncover key insights. Findings showed that while the 
participants acknowledged the potential of implementing PL in HE ESP classes, its implementation centred 
on certain prerequisites. Challenges such as learners’ lack of autonomy and teachers’ heavy workload further 
complicated its feasibility. Considering Phillip Kerr’s outline on the types of PL, the participants expressed a 
preference for individualisation. The findings underscored the need for targeted professional development and 
institutional policies that support PL-based ESP classes, ensuring their practical integration into Indonesia’s 
HE classes.
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INTRODUCTION 

Many countries have adopted English for Specific Purposes (ESP) to meet learners’ 
communicative needs (Hyland, 2022). It was initially developed to help second or foreign 
English learners to enter or advance their work or study (Basturkmen, 2021) so that 
discussions on ESP constantly centre on the needs of learners, highlighting their roles in 
work and study contexts (Basturkmen, 2010). Thus, tailoring the materials and goals to 
learners’ specific needs is a significant characteristic of an ESP course (Dou et al., 2023). 
However, previous studies found that persistent challenges related to ESP teachers, the 
learners, course design, material development, and institutional support cause many ESP 
programmes to struggle to conform to such characteristics.

Studies performed in different countries find similar results about universities’ ESP 
teachers’ and learners’ challenges that impact course design and material development. ESP 
teachers who have English Language Teaching (ELT) background may lack familiarity 
with content knowledge (Nezakatgoo & Behzadpoor, 2017) because of transitioning from 
General English (GE) to ESP teachers without specific training (Luo & Garner, 2017; 
Meristo & Arias, 2020; Pei & Milner, 2016), while others who are subject teachers do not 
possess sufficient knowledge on language teaching (Pazoki & Alemi, 2020). Learners’ low 
English proficiency is also a significant challenge that often forces teachers to move from 
teaching ESP to teaching GE, creating a mismatch between course objectives and learners’ 
real-life tasks (Pazoki & Alemi, 2020; Petraki & Khat, 2022). Inappropriate needs analysis 
causes the mismatch (Nezakatgoo & Behzadpoor, 2017), resulting in less updated and 
attractive course content that can be irrelevant to learners’ culture and needs (Pazoki & 
Alemi, 2020). The situation leads to learners’ lack of motivation to learn English (Petraki 
& Khat, 2022). At the institutional level, limited time allocation and large classroom sizes 
are some issues related to policy-making in teaching ESP (Nezakatgoo & Behzadpoor, 
2017; Pazoki & Alemi, 2020). Moreover, increasing workload is also a challenge for ESP 
teachers that can lower their motivation in teaching ESP (Meristo & Arias, 2020; Petraki 
& Khat, 2022).

In the Indonesian higher education (HE) context, teaching ESP also encounters parallel 
challenges. ESP learners regard linguistic competence as the most challenging factor in 
learning English (Suherman, 2023). Indonesian HE ESP classes tend to consist of learners 
with wide gaps in English proficiency (Poedjiastutie, 2017) and various learning needs 
and interests, although most of them are still at the beginner and pre-intermediate level of 
English proficiency (Yoestara, 2017). This situation results in a discrepancy between learners’ 
limited English ability and complex subject materials containing specific terminologies, 
which lowers their motivation to learn English specific to their area (Poedjiastutie, 2017). 
Indonesian HE ESP teachers have inadequate qualifications to design and teach ESP 
courses effectively, including performing proper and systematic needs analysis (NA), due 
to limited experience and background knowledge caused by the absence of ESP-specific 
training (Poedjiastutie & Syafinaz, 2020). The teachers also must manage large ESP classes 
(Iswati & Triastuti, 2021; Kher, 2022), which often coerce them to return to employing GE 
materials (Poedjiastutie, 2017).

The concept of ESP, which puts its weight on learners, is equal to the concept of personalised 
learning (PL) as an instructional approach. While the concept of PL is not recent (Bray & 
McClaskey, 2013; Keefe, 2007), it has currently emerged as a key goal in the educational 
system (Zhang et al., 2020). PL is a learner-centred instructional approach that provides 
instructional content focusing on attending to learner needs and interests (Alamri et al., 
2020). Proponents of PL regard the approach as helpful for elevating learners’ motivation, 
engagement, and understanding (Pontual Falcão et al., 2018) and growing their strengths 
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and focuses on developing real skills to lessen cognitive weaknesses (Keefe, 2007) that 
leads to increased learners’ satisfaction and learning efficiency and effectiveness (Gómez 
et al., 2014). Considering these benefits, PL presents a viable way to manage the above-
mentioned challenges of teaching ESP, including in Indonesia’s HE ESP context, and 
conforming to the characteristics of ESP, which focuses on learners’ specific needs.

Addressing the issue of teaching ESP to learners with wide gaps of English proficiency 
and their various learning needs and interests, when teachers differentiate or individualise 
instructions in a PL environment, learners are identified based on their challenges in specific 
subjects or skills (Bray & McClaskey, 2015). Considering managing large ESP classrooms, 
various approaches to PL can be implemented in different sizes of groups of learners; 
that is, PL can be applied to each learner, small groups of learners and larger groups of 
learners by adjusting the approach to suitable parameters (Walkington & Bernacki, 2014). 
Implementing PL can also elevate ESP learners’ motivation in learning English, since 
when they own and drive their learning, they are motivated and challenged so that they 
may work harder than their teacher (Bray & McClaskey, 2015). Moreover, the development 
of technology platforms and digital content in ELT offers PL a higher possibility to be 
implemented in ESP classes, as using technology enables learners to set their own learning 
path and pace to meet their own learning needs (Grant & Basye, 2014).

Although studies delving into PL are prevalent on various aspects (technology-enhanced 
PL (e.g., Leshchenko et al., 2023; Schmid et al., 2022); practices of PL (e.g., McCarthy et al., 
2020; McHugh et al., 2020); teachers’ perceptions of PL (e.g., Courcier, 2007; Underwood 
& Banyard, 2008); teachers’ professional development on PL (e.g., Kennett et al., 2022; 
Yang et al., 2021), those which focus on implementing PL in HE contexts are limited 
(e.g., Alamri et al., 2020, 2021; Strauss, 2022). As far as can be found, most performed 
studies on PL took place in elementary and middle school contexts (e.g., Dumont & Ready, 
2023; McHugh et al., 2020). Moreover, those which explore the implementation of PL 
in the ELT context, including in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context, are 
also hard to encounter (e.g., Dağdeler, 2022; Liman Kaban, 2021). Yuyun and Suherdi 
(2023) reported that between 2011 and 2021, 67.5% of studies on PL performed in higher 
education occurred in the non-EFL context and 32.5% in the EFL context. In the ESP 
context, despite PL offering a feasible solution to address the challenges in teaching ESP, 
studies on PL are very scarce (e.g., Harwood, 2014; Xu et al., 2020).

Similarly, studies focusing on PL in Indonesia’s HE EFL context, including in the ESP 
context, are very rare. Herawati’s (2023) study, which focused on EFL lecturers in private 
universities, revealed that the participants had positive attitudes toward the implementation 
of PL. Yet, there were acknowledged challenges, such as learners’ lack of motivation and 
lecturers’ lack of knowledge about PL. Yuyun et al. (2024) conducted a similar study on the 
benefits and challenges of implementing PL from learners’ views. Some identified benefits 
were about learners’ learning, skills, ability, thinking, mindset, and personality traits, and 
the challenges were about time management, task/assignment submission, assistance in 
collaborative work, late feedback, technical problems, and instruction understanding. 
Meanwhile, other studies centring on PL in Indonesia’s ESP context are more limited 
than those in the EFL context. One accessible study was a systematic literature review 
that focused on the implementation of differentiated instruction (DI) or differentiation, 
one of the PL types, at vocational high schools (Irawan et al., 2024). The study found 
inconsistency in applying DI as teachers encountered challenges because of large classroom 
sizes, insufficient training, and limited resources.

Given the scarcity of studies specifically addressing PL in Indonesia’s ESP context, 
particularly in the HE context, this study is performed to provide initial insights into 
how PL can be implemented in Indonesia’s HE ESP context from ESP teachers’ views 
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based on their experiences in teaching ESP. Understanding the teachers’ views can provide 
information on their current ESP teaching strategies, learners’ characteristics, challenges 
they encounter, and how PL should be implemented in Indonesia’s HE ESP classes, which 
are mostly heterogeneous and large, as the basis of developing PL-based HE ESP courses 
and refining policies that are apt to personalising teaching ESP in HE context. As many 
studies investigating the implementation of PL revolve around the use of technology (e.g., 
Chen et al., 2021; Peng et al., 2019; Shemshack & Spector, 2020), Kerr’s (2016) personalised 
adaptive learning framework is used in this study. The following research questions are 
addressed in this study: 

1.	 How do Indonesia’s HE ESP teachers view the implementation of PL based on 
their teaching ESP experiences in the HE context?

2.	 What type of PL is preferred to be implemented by Indonesia’s HE ESP teachers?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The concept of personalised learning (PL) as an instructional approach is not recent, as it 
has been around for decades (Bray & McClaskey, 2013; Keefe, 2007). Despite its length 
of occurrence as an instructional approach, there is still not yet one common definition 
of the approach among proponents of PL (e.g., Bray & McClaskey, 2013; Pane et al., 
2015; Shemshack & Spector, 2020; Watson & Watson, 2016) as the many meanings of the 
concept depend on the experience and point of view of the proponent (Keefe, 2007). PL is 
promoted under the premise that each learner is unique, for each has a unique experiential 
background, a set of innate talents and personal interests; thus, learning for everyone is also 
unique (Keefe, 2007; Nandigam et al., 2015). It is used as an alternative to the one-size-
fits-all instruction (Bray & McClaskey, 2015; Demski, 2012; McCombs, 2008). Its goal is 
to ensure each learner’s educational experience is responsive to his/her talents, needs, and 
interests (Pane et al., 2015; Watson & Watson, 2016).

The term “personalisation” in PL is associated closely with the terms “individualisation” 
and “differentiation” related to instruction (Bray & McClaskey, 2015; Kerr, 2016; Watson 
& Watson, 2016). Although the three terms focus on instruction (Bray & McClaskey, 
2013), they are different regarding the focus and roles of the teachers and learners. This is 
because “personalisation” focuses more on the learners’ participation in deciding their own 
learning path, while “individualisation” and “differentiation” focus on the teachers’ role in 
instructing the learning process (Bray & McClaskey, 2015). Thus, “personalisation” is more 
learner-centred than “individualisation” and “differentiation,” of which, since learners own 
and drive their learning, they may work harder than their teacher as they are motivated and 
challenged to learn (Bray & McClaskey, 2015). It requires and promotes learner autonomy 
and responsibility because learners need to make choices based on their needs, interests, 
and talents to make their learning meaningful so that they can experience satisfaction and 
success (Keefe, 2007).

Walkington and Bernacki (2014) mention that PL can be adapted based on three 
dimensions: depth, group size, and learner ownership. First, PL can occur at various 
degrees of depth in which instructional tasks and environments capture the extent of the 
lived, authentic experiences of individual learners. Second, PL can occur at different grain 
sizes of groups of learners; that is, the experience is personalised for each learner, for small 
groups or larger groups of learners, based on more suitable parameters. Third, PL can vary 
at the level of ownership, which teachers can set the degree to which learners have control 
and choice in each learning environment. These dimensions suggest the flexibility of PL 
as an instructional approach in accommodating diverse learning needs while balancing 
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teacher guidance and learner autonomy, making PL applicable not only for small classes 
but also for heterogeneous large classes. However, in teaching ESP context, particularly 
in Indonesia’s HE heterogeneous large ESP classes, the possibility of implementing these 
three dimensions has not been explored, which is evident from the scarcity of previous 
studies discussing the dimensions in the context.

PL has had its hype since the role of technology has become more prevalent in transforming 
PL as an approach (Watson & Watson, 2016), when big data and learning analytics can 
transform personalised learning once again (Shemshack & Spector, 2020), although 
“the use of technology to personalise learning in education is not new” (Basham et al., 
2016, p. 127). It indicates technologies as enablers of PL (Pane et al., 2015) that facilitate 
learners in controlling and designing their learning to meet their learning needs (Grant 
& Basye, 2014). Peng et al. (2019) mention that the advancements of technology have 
made PL more adaptable and adaptive learning more personalised. Kerr (2016) outlines 
how adaptive technologies can personalise instruction based on the three types of PL: (1) 
individualisation, (2) differentiation, and (3) personalisation, of which personalisation is the 
type that tailors all aspects of instruction (i.e., learning objectives, pace, order, instructional 
methods, additional resources, feedback, hints, and progress) to individual needs by utilising 
adaptive technologies. These insights show how technology enhances the flexibility and 
responsiveness of PL to meet individual learning needs, making it more practical for 
teaching ESP context, including Indonesia’s HE ESP context.

In the context of teaching ESP, meeting specified learners’ needs in designing the content 
and method of teaching is the foremost key characteristic of teaching ESP (Dudley-Evans 
& St. John, 1998; Paltridge & Starfield, 2013; Strevens, 1988). Thus, performing analysis on 
learners’ needs is critical in ESP. Needs analysis (NA) is vital to be performed in addressing 
the needs of the ESP learners for presenting authentic materials and providing meaningful 
activities to them (Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998). It is the first step to be completed 
to design a syllabus, including developing materials and activities, and for identifying the 
goals that learners would like to achieve while taking a course (Ismagilova & Polyakova, 
2014). Since the syllabus is designed based on learners’ needs, it is motivating for them, for 
they can see the significance of what they are studying (Basturkmen, 2006). NA should 
include (1) the target situation analysis, which provides information about the objectives 
and the skills as well as the language needed for the context in which learners will use the 
second/foreign language; (2) the learning situation analysis, which provides information 
about subjective needs; and (3) the means analysis, which provides information about the 
educational contexts (Benavent & Sánchez-Reyes, 2015). NA is also useful for evaluating 
an existing program, and if any deficiencies are found, it can help in establishing the need 
for introducing a change and what kind of change may appropriately match the needs of 
the learners and simultaneously be acceptable to instructors (Boroujeni & Fard, 2013).

Besides providing input for course design, another significant benefit of conducting NA is 
that the gathered resources can be used as authentic, needs-specific course materials and 
task stimuli (Belcher, 2009). The analysis of written and spoken texts produced by learners 
throughout an ESP course, as well as any extra expert texts gathered, can help designers 
create “data-driven” materials using learner/expert corpora that have been assembled by the 
instructor ( Johns, 1991). When instructed to act as ethnographers, that is, to find and learn 
from data in their own fields of interest, learners can, in fact, offer major course materials 
on their own and therefore advance their own academic (or occupational) literacy (Belcher, 
2009). Thus, they take an active role in shaping their learning experiences, which aligns 
with PL as learners personalise their academic or occupational literacy through authentic, 
field-specific materials and tasks.
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METHODOLOGY

Design

This study employed an interpretive qualitative design, as it explored Indonesia’s HE ESP 
teachers’ views on the implementation of PL based on their experiences in teaching ESP 
in the HE context and uncovered the teachers’ preferences among the three types of PL: 
individualisation, differentiation, and personalisation, to be implemented in their HE 
ESP classrooms. Applying this design, the researchers were interested in understanding a 
phenomenon, a process, or a particular point of view from the perspective of participants 
involved (Ary et al., 2010). The purpose of this design is to understand how participants 
make sense of their lives and experiences; that is, (1) how they interpret their experiences, 
(2) how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they attach to their experiences 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). First, the study explored how Indonesia’s HE ESP teachers 
interpret their experiences, including the encountered challenges, in teaching ESP. Then, it 
delved into how they view PL as an instructional approach and whether the approach can 
help them manage the challenges they encountered in their ESP classes. Lastly, the study 
investigated how their contexts influence their views of implementing PL in Indonesia’s 
HE ESP classes.

Setting and Participants

Eight ESP teachers from different HE institutions in four different regions in Indonesia 
participated in the study. They were from the Sumatra, Kalimantan, Java, and East Nusa 
Tenggara regions. These four regions represent the western, central, and eastern parts of 
Indonesia. Two participants were selected for each region to lessen the subjectivity of the 
findings, and as allowed by the authority of the HE institutions in each region. They were 
selected by using purposive sampling. Purposive sampling selects sample components from 
the population that are thought to be typical or representative (Ary et al., 2010). Specific 
criteria to select the participants were: 

1.	 Having more than three-year experiences of teaching ESP in HE institutions to 
ensure that they have proper inferences on the characteristics of their learners and 
classes.

2.	 Teaching ESP classes with heterogeneous learners’ English proficiency shown 
from the learners’ grades.

3.	 Willing to participate voluntarily by signing the provided participant consent 
form before conducting the interviews. 

Their demographic information can be seen in Table 1, with the use of pseudonyms to 
retain the confidentiality of all data.

Table 1. Participants’ demographic data

Pseudonym Age Gender Years of 
teaching 

ESP

Background of education Region 

Tika 31 Female 6 Master’s in English Language 
Teaching (ELT)

Java

Yuni 34 Female 5 Master’s in English Language 
Teaching (ELT)

Java

(Continued on next page)
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Pseudonym Age Gender Years of 
teaching 

ESP

Background of education Region 

Karen 40 Female 15 Master’s in English Language 
Teaching (ELT)

Kalimantan

Yanto 33 Male 7 Master’s in English Language 
Teaching (ELT)

Kalimantan

Nisa 31 Female 6 Master’s in English Language 
Teaching (ELT)

Sumatra

Winny 33 Female 8 Master’s in English Language 
Teaching (ELT)

Sumatra

Cecilia 36 Female 9 Doctor in Education East Nusa 
Tenggara

Daniel 49 Male 16 Doctor of Philosophy in 
English Education

East Nusa 
Tenggara

Data Collection

To gather the data, we employed in-depth one-on-one semi-structured interviews and 
analyses of the participants’ HE ESP courses’ syllabuses. The interviews contained ten 
questions, which were divided into two sections. The first section had six questions related 
to participants’ challenges encountered in teaching ESP in the HE context, which were 
developed based on previous studies’ findings (e.g., Iswati & Triastuti, 2021; Marwan, 
2017; Poedjiastutie, 2017). The second section consisted of four questions that focused on 
participants’ views on implementing PL in their ESP classes as well as their preferences 
among the three types of PL, which were developed from Kerr’s (2016) outline of 
personalisation of language learning through adaptive technology. The outline was used 
as recent studies on personalised language learning focused on the use of technology, and 
it offers clear descriptions on how to differentiate the implementation of personalisation, 
differentiation, and individualisation through adaptive learning. Prior to performing the 
interviews, the participants were asked to give their consent by signing the provided 
informed consent form. Seven interviews were performed online by using Zoom, while 
another interview was carried out offline due to the instability of the participant’s Internet 
connection. The interviews lasted for 1–1.5 hours and were conducted in Bahasa Indonesia 
(the participants’ first language) to ease the participants into expressing themselves. All 
interviews were recorded for transcription purposes. For analysing the participants’ 
syllabuses, each participant sent the file of the syllabus of one of their ESP courses through 
WhatsApp. Like the interviews, Kerr’s (2016) outline of personalisation of language learning 
through adaptive technology was also employed to collect the data from the documents.

Data Analysis

To analyse the data, we adopted the steps of qualitative data analysis proposed by Miles 
et al. (2014) (see Figure 1). For analysing the interviews, we selected excerpts from each 
interview that fit with the objectives of our study, that is, to find the participants’ views and 
preferences of the types of PL in their HE ESP classes. Next, we transcribed the selected 
excerpts from Bahasa Indonesia into English. Then, we formed a matrix display by inserting 
the excerpts into a table. We performed similar steps for analysing the data collected from 
the participants’ ESP courses’ syllabuses. We selected items from each syllabus which 

Table 1. (Continued)
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correspond to the items in Kerr’s (2016) outline of personalised language learning through 
adaptive technology. Then, we transcribed the particular items from Bahasa Indonesia to 
English and put them into a table as a matrix display. To draw conclusions, we clustered the 
data that appeared in the tables based on the variables of the study.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, we applied triangulation using two methods 
of data collection (i.e., interviews and documents) and investigator triangulation. The data 
gathered from the interviews were checked against the data collected from the participants’ 
syllabi. “Investigator triangulation occurs when there are multiple investigators collecting 
and analysing data” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 245). The investigator’s triangulation 
was carried out by assigning different roles for each researcher involved in this study. The 
first researcher gathered the data by performing the interviews. The first, fourth, and fifth 
researchers transcribed and selected suitable excerpts from the data. They also created 
the matrix display from the condensed data. The second and third researchers, who are 
professors in ELT, helped with deciding the method of the study as well as verifying 
the findings. The sixth researcher reviewed the completed text to ensure that all of the 
presentations, including the participant excerpts and findings, were relevant. All researchers 
were involved in drawing the conclusions. Besides doing triangulation, we also employed 
member checking by sending back the analysed data to the participants for verification 
(Birt et al., 2016). The feedback from the participants showed that our interpretations 
confirmed their viewpoints.

Figure 1. Steps of Qualitative Data Analysis (Adopted from Miles et al. [2014])

RESULTS

Indonesia’s HE ESP Teachers’ Views of Implementing PL

T﻿he descriptions of the participants’ views on the implementation of PL in their HE ESP 
classes are divided into three parts: (1) PL as an approach, (2) the implementation of PL 
in Indonesian HE ESP classes, and (3) the teaching activities suitable for PL-based ESP 
classes.

PL as an approach

Being asked whether they knew PL, only two participants answered that they had some 
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knowledge about the approach prior to the interviews. However, after reading Kerr’s (2016) 
outline of personalisation of language learning through adaptive technology, all participants 
considered PL to be a good approach implemented in Indonesian HE ESP classes. Tika 
said that in PL, learning processes are not only seen from the teacher’s point of view, but also 
from those of the learners. It makes the teachers map their learners’ needs and proficiency 
for designing the course and its materials. Moreover, Daniel in excerpt (1) viewed PL as 
the ideal ultimate goal of every learning. He believed that teachers should appreciate the 
individuality of their learners and be innovative so that learners can improve their language 
proficiency in the best possible way.

(1) In my view, all kinds of learning should be oriented towards 
personalisation. That is the ideal expected type of learning. It is not 
something new. Each teacher is expected to be creative and appreciative 
of their learners’ uniqueness so that the learners can also be creative in 
developing themselves based on what they need. (Daniel)

Nisa, in excerpt (2), added that PL is a good approach since it also enables the learners to 
develop their metacognitive skills. The learners can learn more independently and develop 
their learning strategies. Meanwhile, the teachers’ role is to facilitate those who struggle in 
their learning process.

(2) PL is actually very good to be implemented as it also focuses on 
developing learners’ metacognitive skills. They can develop their own 
learning strategies and become more independent in learning. The 
teachers can suggest other easier materials to the learners when they 
struggle with some materials. (Nisa)

Karen, as shown in excerpt (3), also regarded PL positively as the approach that personalises 
each learner’s learning process, addresses learners’ needs directly, so that it can motivate the 
learners more. Similarly, in excerpt (4), Yanto believed that since PL is a “learner-centred 
approach”, each learner can perform the learning process suitable to their learning pace and 
style.

(3) I think implementing PL can motivate learners more … since when 
implementing PL, learners can directly try to achieve their targets in 
learning … the learning process cannot be the same for each learner… 
(Karen)

(4) Since PL is a learner-centred approach, teachers can pay more 
attention to each learner who learn at their own pace and style. (Yanto)

The implementation of PL in Indonesian HE ESP classes

The participants’ positivity on PL as an approach was overshadowed when we asked them 
about implementing PL in their ESP classes. As shown in excerpt (5), the hesitations 
appeared since they needed to implement PL in their large ESP classes, which consisted 
mostly of low-level English proficiency learners and low motivation in learning English. 
Moreover, the learners were deemed not to know their needs in learning English.

(5) It would be amazing if I could apply PL in my ESP class. However, 
the challenge is how to apply it in such a big class, and the learners still 
do not know what they really need. …It is possible for us to face learners 
who do not know what they want, or others who have very different 
needs. It is going to be a big challenge to apply PL in ESP classes. It is 
very interesting, but I do not know how it will work. (Cecilia)
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The participants supposed that Indonesia’s HE ESP classes are mostly characterised by 
(1) large classes, (2) low-proficiency learners, and (3) learners’ low motivation in learning 
English. Yanto, in excerpt (6), revealed that he had ever taught 40 learners due to the 
faculty’s decision to combine two classes into one ESP class.

(6) Actually, there can be 20 learners in a class in the Department of 
Psychology, but maybe they thought the numbers were too small for a 
class, so they decided to combine two classes into one, and I taught 40 
learners. (Yanto)

Cecilia in (7) mentioned a more extreme case than Yanto’s case as she had ever taught 180 
learners in an ESP class since there was an increase in the number of learners who enrolled 
in the department where she taught ESP, while there were limited numbers of available 
classrooms so that the faculty put learners of the same batch into one large ESP class.

(7) Nowadays, the faculty of economics and business has become one 
of the favourite faculties in our university. However, there are limited 
numbers of classrooms for their learners, so they have to combine the 
learners of the same batch into one large class. I usually teach them in the 
campus hall by using an audio system. (Cecilia)

Most participants’ learners were also of low English proficiency level, while only a few of 
them were of the intermediate level. Such low proficiency brought learners’ low motivation 
to learn English. Tika, in excerpt (8), supposed that her learners’ motivation was mostly low 
because they were not the English department’s learners, so they had no interest in learning 
English, as they thought English was impractical for them when they graduated from their 
department.

(8) My learners’ motivation tends to be low because they are not English 
department learners, so they think learning English is useless for them, 
and it has no use for them after they graduate. …English is just a 
compulsory subject for them. (Tika)

Ayu, as shown in excerpt (9), encountered similar circumstances as Tika, but for a different 
reason. She mentioned that her learners lacked learning resources because her campus was 
in a rural area. This situation affected her learners’ motivation to learn English, especially 
the low-level learners.

(9) I think because our campus is in a rural area, we lack resources for 
learning English, and it affects my learners’ motivation to learn English. 
Moreover, most of my learners have low proficiency in English, even very 
low. (Nisa)

These situations lead to participants’ inability to know their learners’ progress. Cecilia found 
it hard to know her learners’ progress as she had a very big class, while Daniel, in excerpt 
(10), tended to be satisfied when their learners were motivated in learning English, which 
they confirmed through their learners’ quality of assignments. 

(10) … I can say that I am satisfied when my learners show me good-
quality projects for their assignments. It tells me whether they are 
motivated in learning English or not. (Daniel)

Meanwhile, Yanto, in excerpt (11), thought that their learners had good English skills as 
long as the situations presented to them were similar to the given samples during their 
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learning process. Yet, if their learners encountered different situations from the sample, the 
learners did not know how to handle those situations.

(11) As long as it is still about memorising the language from the sample 
situations, my learners can do it well. However, when they are faced with 
new situations, they will find it hard to handle. (Yanto)

Presented with the discussion on utilising technology and digital contents, more participants 
supposed that the use of technology and digital contents made PL more possible to be 
applied in ESP classes. In excerpts (12) and (13), Karen and Yanto agreed that the use 
of learning technology, such as the Learning Management System (LMS), is a must for 
applying PL in their large ESP classes, as technology allows them to store various learning 
resources.

(12) I think I can implement PL in my ESP class by using learning 
technology such as LMS. Maybe one day I will try to implement PL. 
(Karen)

(13) It is hard for me to imagine applying PL in my large ESP classes 
without using learning technology. By using the technology, for example, 
LMS, I can store many learning resources for my learners. (Yanto)

Cecilia, in excerpt (14), mentioned other conditions besides applying technology for PL 
to take place in her ESP classes. She believed that reducing the number of learners in an 
ESP class and giving ESP teachers more understanding of PL would make the approach 
feasible.

(14) PL is very possible to be applied if there is a smaller number of 
learners in an ESP class. … The question is only how to do it. However, if 
the teachers are given more understanding about the approach, I believe 
we can apply PL. (Cecilia)

In contrast, Yuni and Winny were still sceptical about implementing PL in their ESP 
classes, although technology has been used in the learning process. As shown in excerpt 
(15), Yuni was not confident about applying PL as she judged herself to be incapable of 
implementing PL in her ESP classes due to difficulties in managing her time. She believed 
that having to teach around seven to nine classes in a semester makes it challenging for 
her to personalise her classes, in addition to the administration tasks that she also has 
to manage as a faculty member. For her, PL can be applied when teachers have a strong 
commitment to implement it.

(15) If I only teach one to two classes, I think it is fine to apply PL. 
However, applying PL is challenging for me when I teach seven to nine 
classes in a semester and do other administrative tasks. …It is not that 
PL is not effective or interesting to apply. … The teachers must have a 
strong commitment to implement it. (Yuni)

In excerpt (16), Winny’s doubt about applying PL in her ESP classes was due to her 
learners’ low proficiency and lack of learner autonomy (LA). She argued that there should 
be certain minimum standards on learners’ proficiency and LA to enable teachers in 
selecting appropriate digital platforms and contents for personalising the learning process. 
However, she believed that her learners’ capacity was still below such a minimum standard.
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(16) In PL, I think we still need to create a minimum standard. We 
cannot have low-proficiency learners for implementing PL, and they 
need to be ready for it, even if we use learning technologies, because the 
learners need to select their own materials. I think the learners in my 
classes are not ready for it. (Winny)

The teaching activities suitable for PL-based ESP classes

Most participants perceived positively the implementation of project-based learning (PjBL) 
in pairs or groups for PL-based ESP classes. They believed that applying PjBL in pairs or 
groups enabled their learners to be active in performing learning activities. The participants’ 
syllabuses also showed that most of them selected learning activities performed in groups, 
such as group discussions, group presentations, role-plays or simulations, and group projects. 
However, although most participants preferred to employ PjBL, only Cecilia explicitly 
mentioned having individual or group projects as one of the activities for the learners, as 
shown in an example of her teaching plan for weeks 12 and 13 in Table 2. 

Table 2. An example of Cecilia’s teaching plan

Week Sub-unit 
learning 
objectives

Indicator Learning 
materials 
(Sources)

Learning methods Assessment criteria 
and form

12–13 Promotion 
and Marketing 
Division in 
Business and 
Banking

The students 
are able to 
understand 
and explain 
the concept 
of branding, 
promotion 
strategies, 
promotion 
and marketing 
campaign and 
advertising used 
in business and 
banking.

Comprehension 
of the concept 
branding, 
strategy 
promotion and 
campaigns 
marketing and 
advertising 
strategies used 
in business 
and banking 
(Listening and 
speaking skills 
practice)

•	 Forms of 
advertising 
and 
promotion 
in business 
and 
banking

Source: Banking 
and Finance 
(Pramesworo & 
Evi, 2022)

•	 Face-to-Face 
Lecture and 
Discussion

•	 Exercises 
•	 Task 5: 

Individual/ 
Group 
presentation 
exercise

•	 Project 
individual/ 
group

Criteria:
•	 Activeness in 

the learning 
process

•	 Understanding 
material

•	 Completion of 
the assignment

Non-test form:
•	 Questions and 

answers
•	 Rubric

In grouping the learners, the participants gathered low-level learners with those of 
intermediate level, hoping to motivate the low-level ones. Daniel in (17) emphasised 
teachers’ important role in activating the learners’ participation as they completed the 
projects.

(17) Having group discussions is suitable for my class. I usually assign 
certain roles with specific tasks for each member of a group, so everyone 
needs to be active in their group discussions. The merrier the better. 
Lecturing is not suitable for my large class. (Daniel)
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In implementing PL, large ESP classes containing learners of low proficiency and low 
capacity to self-direct their learning were the basis for the participants to choose PjBL in 
pairs or groups. They were not confident in fully personalising their ESP classes as they 
still felt the need to control the learning processes of their learners. Tika, in excerpt (18), 
believed that LA is needed in implementing PL, especially the personalisation type, while 
she judged her learners to be lacking in it.

(18) Seeing my learners, I think I cannot let them learn completely 
individually yet. From what I catch about PL, learners need to have a 
sense of autonomous learning. …I am afraid they will not be able to learn 
if I do not put any control over them. … In my classes, PL can be applied, 
but not fully individually. I give the same instructions to all learners in 
groups. (Tika)

In addition, Tika and Karen, as shown in excerpts (19) and (20), argued that PL can be 
applied in ESP classes in certain parameters by making use of groups. For example, when 
there was a group of low-level, intermediate-level, and high-level learners, those of the 
intermediate level could be the parameter in setting the goal of the group.

(19) For large classes, PL can only be applied by setting parameters, such 
as by having group discussions. Having groups in large classes makes the 
teaching process easier. (Tika)

(20) …I think if we have mixed-ability learners in a group, we can set the 
goals from the viewpoint of the intermediate learners. Both the advanced 
and low learners can match their learning goals with the intermediate 
learners’ goals. (Karen)

Different from the others, Winny, in excerpt (21), argued that there is no certain teaching 
instruction or method for teaching ESP. ESP teachers need to adopt different kinds of 
instructions appropriate to the topics given to the learners.

(21) In teaching ESP, we need to adopt different kinds of instruction 
throughout the semester. We may change it from time to time, according 
to the topic we teach at that time. (Winny)

In selecting teaching instructions that match the learning topics, the participants had 
different experiences of performing NA. Nisa, Winny, Daniel and Cecilia identified their 
learners’ needs by asking their learners orally in the beginning or middle of the course (e.g., 
as shown in excerpts (22) and (23)), while the others stated that they had conducted surveys 
for their learners for NA, although they did not perform it regularly.

(22) I orally ask my learners to analyse their needs, such as asking them 
what they want to do after graduating from this study program. Maybe 
because they are still in the first or second semester, they do not know 
what they need to learn in my ESP classes. (Nisa)

(23) I performed needs analysis in the middle of the course …I usually 
ask the learners to write about whether they enjoy my class or about 
whether they want to learn something different from the topics that I 
have shown them. (Cecilia)
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Preferences of Types of PL for Indonesia’s HE ESP Classes

Among the three types of PL, all participants preferred individualisation for implementing 
PL in their ESP classes. They believed that their learners’ characteristics and their classes’ 
current situations made it impossible to directly apply personalisation. All participants 
viewed that most of their learners were of low-level proficiency and had low motivation 
in learning English. They believed that such characteristics made them unable to give the 
learners maximum control during the learning process. Tika in excerpt (24) believed that 
the personalisation type was not suitable for her ESP classes because it needs high LA, and 
her learners lacked such capacity. She said that due to her learners’ low motivation, they still 
had to be guided for learning to take place. Thus, she preferred to have individualisation, 
especially when the focus was on developing learners’ productive skills, because they did 
not have sufficient background knowledge and proficiency to develop such skills personally.

(24) For the learners, if there are no verbal instructions from me, they will 
not learn, or they will not do it seriously. I think they still lack the sense 
of autonomous learning. …Thus, I preferred having individualisation for 
my classes. I still need to map their needs. They can tell me how they want 
to learn. …However, I do not think they can learn entirely individually. 
…From the materials that were provided in the LMS, developing the 
learners’ reading and listening skills can be more personalised. However, 
looking at their motivation, I do not think I can let them develop their 
speaking and writing skills without my guidance. (Tika)

Karen viewed individualisation as the start of getting into personalisation. Karen, in excerpt 
(25), mentioned that she prefers to start personalising her ESP classes with individualisation, 
move to differentiation, and finally achieve personalisation. She argued that her low-level 
learners would find learning English more difficult if she suddenly applied personalisation. 
She added that the use of LMS and the application of group work would be suitable when 
she implemented individualisation in her classes.

(25) It is more applicable to start with individualisation, then move to 
differentiation, and finally get into personalisation. That way is more 
acceptable for the learners. It [personalisation] cannot be done so 
suddenly. I choose to personalise my classes step-by-step because if I go 
directly with personalisation, it will be difficult for the low-level learners. 
Thus, I start with implementing individualisation by making use of LMS 
and having group work.” (Karen)

Daniel supposed that all three types had taken place in his ESP classes with individualisation 
applied to most of his learners. He believed that a few of his learners had applied 
personalisation because they were more independent in learning than the others. As shown 
in excerpt (26), Daniel emphasised the role of the teacher in motivating the learners in 
learning for PL to take place.

(26) There are learners who have applied personalisation in my class. 
When I motivate them by saying they have good English, that can benefit 
them when they find a job, they will also learn outside their classrooms. 
I can see that because they completed their projects excellently, beyond 
my expectations. However, not all learners are like that. ...Most learners 
in my classes apply individualisation, while only a few have applied 
personalisation. It is important for the teacher to motivate their students 
so that they can get into personalisation.” (Daniel)



Personalised ESP in Indonesian Higher Education

251

From the participants’ points of view, individualisation is the type most suitable to be 
implemented in Indonesian HE ESP classes. They argued that most of their ESP students 
were not autonomous learners yet, as they still depended on the teachers’ lead to guide them 
to learn. As individualisation is the type of PL that allows greater teachers’ involvement 
during students’ learning processes, the participants opted for that particular type to be 
implemented in their ESP classes.

DISCUSSION

The participants positively view PL as a good instructional approach. By applying PL, 
the participants are compelled to map their learners’ needs, interests, and proficiency. The 
participants also perceive PL as an approach that can develop LA, while the teachers’ role 
is to facilitate the learning process. Such views fit the shift in the definition of LA, which 
suggests that instead of merely the learners, social factors, including the teachers’ role, are 
also responsible for determining what and how to learn (Khotimah et al., 2023). A learning 
environment that offers learners choices to accommodate their various learning preferences 
is beneficial, and implementing “hybrid-flexible” courses and giving learners feedback on 
their learning strategies can promote LA in higher education (Fujii, 2024). Since PL is 
about personalising the learning process, it is believed to be able to elevate ESP learners’ 
motivation as they can perform the process based on their own pace and proficiency. The 
ability of learners to self-pace their learning is important in PL as it offers flexibility to them 
in managing their learning (Ulfa, 2021). Implementing personalised learning principles 
in HE has the potential to support learners’ psychological need satisfaction, including 
autonomy and intrinsic motivation, since learners view the PL interventions as engaging 
and effective in fulfilling their learning needs and interests (Alamri et al., 2020).

Despite the participants’ positive views on PL as an approach, they have mixed views 
about implementing PL in their ESP classes. Those who view PL positively argue that PL 
needs to be implemented in Indonesia’s HE ESP classes with constraints. First, involving 
technology is a must. Having to deal with large heterogeneous learners in a class, in terms 
of their interests, needs, and proficiency, the use of technology platforms and digital 
content aids teachers in designing their ESP courses and getting more personal with their 
students. Bernacki et al. (2021) discovered that most applied PL instructions require the 
use of learning technology, either in an entirely digital or hybrid environment. Second, 
certain parameters need to be set to personalise learners’ learning. PL can be implemented 
in several sizes of groups of learners, including in large groups of learners, by making use 
of appropriate parameters (Walkington & Bernacki, 2014). It will be too challenging for 
teachers if they have to design their ESP courses tailored to each individual’s needs due to 
the large number of learners in a class. Performing PjBL in pairs or groups is decent, for it 
enables ESP teachers to personalise their classes. The participants deemed that PjBL in pairs 
or groups can facilitate their learners to be more actively engaged in the learning activities, 
as well as to ease their burden in managing large ESP classes. PjBL has a positive impact 
on collaborative learning, disciplinary subject learning, iterative learning, and authentic 
learning, which can finally engage learners in learning (Almulla, 2020). Besides that, setting 
the achievement of the intermediate-level learners as the parameter of the overall learning 
goal can also be employed when completing PjBL in groups or pairs. Third, PL is more 
feasible in an ESP class if the number of learners is smaller than what the participants 
currently have in their classes. Although PL is plausible for large groups of learners, it is 
best applied to a small group of students. Keefe (2007) mentions that personalisation is 
organised for a small group of learners to participate in small-group projects or activities.
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On the other hand, other participants who view PL negatively believe that Indonesia’s HE 
ESP classes, which are characterised by large classes, mostly of low-proficiency learners, 
low-motivation learners and difficulties in knowing learners’ progress, prevent them from 
implementing PL. Besides that, learners’ lack of LA and participants’ difficulties in time 
management (TM) are other factors that make them hesitate to implement PL, as based on 
their understanding, implementing PL requires their students to be autonomous learners 
and teachers’ good TM skills. Susanti et al. (2023) mention that LA “is not yet a concept 
in Indonesian education” (p. 2) because of some factors such as culture, lack of access to 
learning resources and technologies, family and environment. Indonesian learners tend to 
be recipients and passive as they believe that teachers are the sole giver of knowledge; 
therefore, they have no willingness to develop LA. Yet, implementing PL can support 
learners’ psychological need satisfaction, one of which is LA (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 
Khulaifiyah et al. (2023) found that as long as learners are offered choices related to the 
topics, such as learning objectives, learning strategies, and supporting materials, they will be 
gradually trained to decide when and how they learn. Providing learners with such choices 
is the core of PL. Thus, instead of being an obstacle, learners’ lack of LA is a motive for 
implementing PL as the approach is believed to cater to learners’ LA development. Related 
to teachers’ TM skills, Gul et al. (2021) mention that technology is used to facilitate 
teachers’ work and that teachers should have a positive attitude toward time, which is 
possible by providing training on TM skills. Hence, it can be supposed that adaptive PL 
can be practised by Indonesia’s HE ESP teachers if they enhance their TM skills.

Supporting learners’ LA development by implementing PL leads to increased learners’ 
intrinsic motivation and academic achievement (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009) as well as enhanced 
learners’ English proficiency (Khotimah et al., 2023) since PL is efficient in elevating 
learners’ engagement and understanding (Pontual Falcão et al., 2018). In ELT, including 
teaching ESP, teachers should offer teaching activities that can improve learners’ motivation 
to learn, acquire, and use the language since motivated students are likely to achieve better 
(Dja’far et al., 2016). In deciding teaching activities, the participants still need to perform 
NA, although, as mentioned above, PjBL in groups or pairs is the preferred instruction in 
implementing PL. Performing NA is inevitable in teaching ESP. It is the initial stage of 
ESP course design and is carried out to determine a course’s “what” and “how” (Hyland, 
2022). Performing NA is closely related to the concept of PL as both consider learners at 
the core of the teaching and learning processes.

That being said, it is still too challenging for the participants to fully personalise their 
classes. Individualisation is considered the most suitable type of adaptive PL for Indonesia’s 
HE ESP classes. In implementing individualisation, learners still rely on teachers’ support 
to learn, yet they can adapt their learning pace. The type also accommodates teachers’ heavy 
workload, for it does not require them to personalise learning order, instructional methods, 
or provide learners with additional resources. Thus, individualisation is appropriate with the 
characteristics of Indonesia’s HE ESP learners who are mostly of low proficiency, have low 
learning motivation and lack LA. It is also suitable for participants who are burdened with 
heavy workloads. However, individualisation can act as the first step for personalising ESP 
classes since teachers can gradually guide learners to learn more autonomously. Learners 
will have independent access and self-direction in their learning once they comprehend 
how to choose and use suitable tools for performing their tasks (Bray & McClaskey, 2013).

CONCLUSION

PL and ESP share similar characteristics as an approach; that is, both are learner-centred 
approaches that focus on learners’ needs, interests, and talents. The HE ESP teacher 
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participants have mixed views of implementing the approach. Due to having to teach 
large ESP classes which contain low-proficiency learners with low motivation in learning 
English, the participants who view implementing PL positively argue that PL needs to 
be implemented under certain constraints. They are (1) involving learning technology 
and digital content, (2) setting teaching and learning parameters and (3) having a smaller 
number of students. Meanwhile, others who have negative views, they believe that learners’ 
lack of LA and teachers’ heavy workload are factors that hinder the implementation of PL. 
However, implementing PL, which is led by the teachers, can train learners to improve 
their LA. HE ESP teachers can apply personalised adaptive learning and get training in 
TM skills to cope with the issue of managing their heavy workload. Among types of PL, 
individualisation is the preferred type, with PjBL as the teaching instruction mostly chosen 
by the participants. Despite that, performing NA is still vital in designing ESP courses, 
including in selecting teaching instructions.

The findings of this study bring several insights into the implementation of PL, particularly 
in HE ESP classes. First, ESP teachers need to have a better understanding of the concept 
and implementation of PL through workshops or seminars. Second, university or faculty 
management can support the implementation of PL in ESP classes, one of which is by 
reducing the number of learners in a class to make it easier to implement the approach. The 
management can also aid teachers in coping with their TM issues by organising training 
on developing teachers’ TM skills. Lastly, the study may serve as the ground for conducting 
further studies on implementing PL in HE ESP classes, for example, by investigating ESP 
learners’ readiness for PL to be applied in their classes or designing ESP courses by making 
use of PL as an approach. Further studies may also be performed in different contexts of 
teaching ESP, as the current study was limitedly focused on the HE ESP context. Similar 
studies, then, can be performed in different educational institutions of different levels, such 
as in vocational high schools.

This study adds to both the theory and practice of PL, specifically on teaching ESP in HE 
environments. First, this study enriches the literature on the implementation of PL in HE 
ESP contexts, which is still under-explored, as it probes into ESP teachers’ insights and 
inclinations on the implementation of PL in HE settings. It delivers a better understanding 
of promoting the implementation of PL in HE ESP classes, particularly in those with 
settings comparable to Indonesia’s HE ESP classes. Second, this study identifies the type 
of PL that should be implemented in HE ESP classes, where learners with varying levels of 
English proficiency, needs, abilities, and interests are present. However, the study’s limited 
number of participants may have disregarded diverse experiences and viewpoints. Hence, 
further studies with a larger and more diverse sample are required. Time limitations may 
have also influenced the comprehensiveness of the data collected. Future investigations 
into the implementations of PL in HE ESP classes should include other data collection 
techniques, such as focus group discussions and observations, to gain a more nuanced 
insight.
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