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abstract

interdisciplinary collaboration between language teachers and content 
specialists is an important activity in english for specific Purposes (esP). 
however, collaboration is an under-researched practice in the philippines, 
where some esP teachers have difficulties in teaching specialized writing 
courses due to lack of training in technical content. thus, exploring 
collaboration is worthwhile, especially because of its potential in informing 
curricular decisions in specialized writing classes as a result of curricular 
revisions in the K to 12 program. this exploratory qualitative study reports on 
the perspective of two esp teachers, who are involved in teaching english for 
the professions, on interdisciplinary collaboration. Data were collected through 
semi-structured interviews, and the informants’ responses were thematically 
coded to reveal how they understand collaboration, what its benefits and 
challenges are, and how it can be established. this study has implications for 
understanding how interdisciplinary collaboration may work and be sustained 
in the philippine university context.
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Introduction

the prominence of english as the international language for cross-cultural 
communication has highlighted the need for students to master discipline-
specific communication skills for them to succeed in their academic careers. 
one approach used for developing such abilities is english for specific Purposes 
(esP) (hyland). Because esP utilizes the content of specific disciplines, 
integrating content with language learning is a common practice. however, this 
integration is challenging for esP teachers, because they often teach specialized 
content without much preparation for the discipline they are assigned to 
(Gonzalez and louis). one possibility is to “engage with the disciplines” 
through interdisciplinary collaboration with content specialists(Dudley-evans 
and st. John 42). Collaboration is vital in describing the language skills that 
students will use in their professions (feak) and also provides teachers with 
professional development opportunities (Belcher).

Despite it being a widespread practice in esp contexts, few studies on 
interdisciplinary collaboration have been conducted in the philippines. 
although esP is a dominant language teaching approach (martin), many 
filipino esP teachers struggle in teaching specialized writing in the professions 
because of their lack of training in esP methodology and specialized content 
(Carreon). Consequently, exploring interdisciplinary collaboration is important 
because it potentially addresses esp teachers’ content teaching needs. it is 
equally crucial to seek esp teachers’ perspectives regarding this practice, 
because their understanding of collaboration will affect how they implement 
it (Davison).

thus, the goal of this exploratory study is to answer the following research 
question: “how do esP teachers understand interdisciplinary collaboration, 
and what are their views on its implementation for esP writing classes?” 
in doing so, this study hopes to provide a better understanding of how 
collaboration may work in the philippine esp context and offer insights that 
could inform how collaboration may be established.



Marella Therese a. Tiongson 115

literature review

Definition of interdisciplinary collaboration

interdisciplinary collaboration can be broadly defined as “collective action 
undertaken by english and content area teachers to address the needs of 
english language learners” (Pawan and ortloff 464). it may involve activities 
that range from informal discussions, to highly structured and formal team 
teaching models (DelliCarpini and alonso).

Generally, collaboration in esP may be undertaken for two reasons: first, 
language teachers are given specialized content that they are not adequately 
prepared to teach (tatzl); and second, they need to contextualize language 
teaching in students’ disciplines by describing the language and genres 
students need to acquire (shannon and meath-lang). such collaborations 
contribute to the success of esP programs (Crandall and Kaufman) because 
content specialists are more aware of students’ language learning needs 
(stewart and Perry), and language teachers highlight language skills relevant 
to learners’ future professions (Craig), thus improving student achievement 
(DelliCarpini)

more specifically, collaboration can be more concretely viewed according 
to three levels of involvement between the language teacher and content 
specialist (swales). the first is called cooperation, where the language 
teacher becomes more familiar with the content of the discipline by seeking 
information from contentspecialists, but teaches the subject alone. the second 
level is collaboration, where the language teacher works with the content 
specialist outside the classroom to develop discipline-specific language skills 
by designing syllabi, creating instructional materials and activities, or assessing 
tasks. finally, the third level where both teachers are most involved is called 
team teaching, where both teachers work together in the same classroom to 
instruct students simultaneously. thus far, it can be seen that collaboration 
varies depending on how language teaching is more closely matched with 
the activities of content courses (hyland). swales’ descriptions will be used 
to analyze the type of collaboration being practiced in the research context.
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Collaboration thus occurs along a continuum of complexity, instead of 
being limited to particular activities or types. this is because collaboration 
varies according to implementation and is better understood by identifying 
the context where in occurs (austin and Baldwin). thus, regardless of the form 
it takes, collaborations that english teachers undertake can be thought of as 
“a close, functionally interdependent relationship … [where parties] strive to 
create mutually beneficial outcomes for all participants” (Jap 87).

Benefits and challenges of collaboration

Collaboration has several benefits. first, collaboration makes teaching 
efficient, since the duties are shared by two teachers (Barron). it also 
helps generate different solutions to both content and language academic 
concerns of students (Dove and honigsfeld). thus, students’ needs are more 
comprehensively addressed because they discover different perspectives 
on concepts in the course (Jordan). second, collaboration provides ample 
opportunities for teachers’ professional development (martin-Beltran and 
Peercy). it helps teachers learn new pedagogical techniques and content 
relevant to their students’ backgrounds (Craig), and also improves lesson 
delivery and reflective practice (DelliCarpini and alonso). third, collaboration 
provides teachers with moral support (Kelchtermans). Working with other 
teachers, especially those outside their discipline, allows teachers to build 
a collegial culture that reduces the isolation they may experience because 
teaching is typically an individualistic job (Dove and honigsfeld).

While collaboration has advantages, it can also be challenging. first, 
it is time-consuming; teachers are hesitant to collaborate because of the 
additional time needed in running a course with their colleague, since they 
have heavy workloads to begin with (tatzl). second, teachers prefer to work 
alone because they are used to the individualistic nature of their job (friend 
and Cook). Because not all teachers are not used to shared-decision making, 
learning to collaborate may entail a big adjustment for them (stewart, sagliano 
and sagliano).
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third, teachers from different fields may have difficulty in overcoming 
their disciplinary barriers, especially if they do not understand or respect each 
other’s expertise (Craig). this may lead to issues of parity in the partnership, 
because content specialists may be concerned that their students will learn 
watered-down content (Crandall and Kaufman), while language teachers may 
feel that content specialists are not as sensitive to students’ language learning 
needs as they should be (hyland). Because language teachers are collaborating 
to integrate content and language into learning, content objectives tend to 
drive the collaboration, which may mean being relegated to a lower status 
compared to content specialists in the partnership (DelliCarpini and alonso).

finally, formal collaboration usually needs to be facilitated between 
departments, which can be difficult due to administrative costs, additional 
workload, schedule coordination, and lack of commitment and communication 
(hui and leung). thus, it seems as though informal collaborations are more 
feasible, since they are possible without departmental support (Brennan and 
van naerssen).

Methodology

research design

this exploratory study used a qualitative case study design (Cresswell) to 
discover how interdisciplinary collaboration is understood within one english 
department of a university in the philippines. it investigates the views of two 
professors who are involved in teaching english for the professions, which is 
an esP class; their perspectives are probed to obtain a better understanding 
of how collaboration may be practiced in this context.

Background of research setting and participants

the research context is a public university with about 25,000 students, 
300 programs, and 1,500 teaching staff. it was chosen because its english 
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department has explored developing specialized writing courses in response 
to curricular revisions necessitated by the K to 12 program.

the researcher sought to interview two professors from the english 
department regarding their views. in selecting participants, purposeful 
sampling (Patton) was used: first, they are teachers who are involved in 
teaching the general education subject english in the professions; second, 
they are knowledgeable about the context of their department and the needs 
of their students.

the two participants in the study have diverse backgrounds. the first, 
mina, has been teaching with the Department for twenty years. she has 
completed a doctorate in english language studies. additionally, she has been 
teaching the Department’s general esP course (english for the Professions) 
for more than ten years. she is also the head of the team of language teachers 
who are designing new writing courses for engineers and has begun talks 
with engineering content specialists. meanwhile, Kat is relatively new, having 
taught with the Department for five years. she has a master’s degree in english 
language studies. she has taught the esp course for four years and is part of 
a team designing new freshman writing courses.

Data collection and analysis

this research made use of individual interviews, which allow researchers 
to determine how people perceive phenomena and make sense of them 
(mcmillan and schumacher). the interviews were semi-structured, which 
guided the interview flow and allowed the researcher to pursue related topics 
(Glesne).

afterwards, data analysis took place. first, the interviews were transcribed 
by the researcher. next, an iterative process using thematic analysis was applied 
in order to better understand both the explicit and implicit ideas in the data 
(Barbour). this allowed for both deductive and inductive data analysis. first, 
the researcher identified themes from the literature and used these during 
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initial coding of the transcripts to guide analysis (saldana). additional codes 
were developed, where relevant, based on informants’ answers (Corbin and 
strauss). afterwards, categories were developed by rereading the data and 
comparing and contrasting participants’ answers to a question (Cresswell). 
lastly, themes were chosen and analyzed in response to the research question 
(Corbin and strauss).

results and Discussion

Understanding experiences of collaboration

Collaboration in an esp class is often undertaken to integrate language 
and content (Crandall and Kaufman). When asked to share their experiences 
with collaboration, mina and Kat mentioned how they have not yet attempted 
to collaborate with subject specialists.

instead, they shared how they deal with teaching specialist content. mina 
mentioned that she “reads articles with specialist content and attempts to 
write in the genre that is used in the readings, and equally focuses on form 
and content.” she does her own research and takes the initiative to consult 
content specialists to check if she is on the right track.

meanwhile, Kat said she prefers to “teach general principles of effective 
technical writing which are applicable to different disciplines,” because of 
the heterogeneous composition of students in esp classes. she believed that 
“students already know the content of their field.” While she has not yet taught 
any specialist content, she said she intends to familiarize herself with the 
content by asking students about the writing requirements in their field, and 
consulting informally with practitioners.

the degree of collaboration, especially when designing a course, depends 
on circumstances unique to the teaching context (Basturkmen). While the 
participants say they have not yet collaborated, using swales’ description 
shows otherwise, because they have engaged in the least involved form of 
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collaboration, known as cooperation. even if they have not taught a class with 
a content specialist, the informants have sought their help in familiarizing 
themselves with the content. the content specialist offers them information 
about texts, assignments, and the discoursal framework of the discipline. the 
english teachersgather necessary information about the content course and 
find out what students and content specialists prioritize in those disciplines. 
essentially, in undergoing cooperation, the informants are conducting a needs 
analysis. additionally, because they are teaching the class armed with helpful 
information from content specialists, they employ self-instruction in order to 
acquire the knowledge they need to teach the esP class (orr).

When asked about why they have not yet attempted collaboration, mina 
said, “there is not a strong need to do so.” she mentioned the individualistic 
teaching styles and the culture of academic freedom at the university as factors 
affecting this need, which is characterized as typical of college professors. Kat 
agreed, and mentioned the esp course’s objective of teaching students the 
general principles of effective technical writing as something that decreases 
the need to collaborate.

however, they did acknowledge that as the department develops more 
specialized writing courses, the need to collaborate may increase. mina believes 
that collaborating with content specialists “can help develop a writing course 
that is very specific to the concerns of the students’ discipline.” meanwhile, 
Kat believes that collaboration is useful mainly in the needs analysis stage.

it appears the informants believe that working with subject specialists 
is not necessary yet, and they anticipate how the university’s organizational 
and academic culture may hinder collaborations. additionally, their responses 
highlight their belief thatboth content and language teachers need to have 
shared goalswhen establishing and implementing collaboration (friend and 
Cook), and there is a need to create a culture of collaboration in order to 
encourage more collaborative efforts (Cohen and mankin). finally, this further 
highlights that, based on the experience of the two informants, cooperation is 
the form of collaboration most commonly practiced in the department.
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Benefits and challenges of collaboration

Both participants believe that collaboration can be advantageous. mina 
said, “collaboration is enriching, since you have two practitioners helping each 
other in designing, teaching, implementing, and evaluating the course.” Kat 
believed that collaboration is beneficial since it “allows students to be exposed 
to different teaching strategies and perspectives.”

in spite of these benefits, collaboration also contains challenges. mina 
believed that a challenge in collaboration lies in administrative matters. she 
explained, “it’s about who gets the teaching units, and how many units, or who 
does much of the marking of the assignments.” she added that differences in 
perception regarding the esP course’s value are also an issue, because “content 
professors sometimes see language skills simply as tools or skills, and thus 
do not prioritize them. meanwhile, we language teachers argue that learning 
about language improves critical thinking, and we wish they would give it 
more importance.” Kat concurred with this perspective, wishing that content 
specialists “would not just see us as a service course.” 

their views are corroborated by the literature on the benefits of 
collaboration, such as improved motivation for students because of the variety 
of teachers (Craig), and achieving teaching efficiency for teachers because the 
workload is shared (Barron). however, they also highlighted issues prevalent 
in the literature regarding the issues of collaboration, particularly regarding 
administrative matters and different disciplinary views of writing. these 
concerns are highlighted byCreese, who emphasizes how language teachers 
often feel relegated to a lower status because they are seen as support units to 
academic departments; thus, their expertise may not be sufficiently recognized.

Fostering collaboration

even if collaboration seems like a challenging endeavor, the participants 
believe building effective collaboration is a worthwhile venture. When 
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asked to describe her idea of effective collaboration, mina said, “successful 
collaboration depends on how willing both teachers are to be involved, and 
how much involvement they have. the successful ones i’ve seen usually involve 
collaboration from the beginning in the following activities: needs analysis, 
skills analysis, syllabus creation, and assessment.” meanwhile, Kat responded 
similarly and believes that effective collaboration “needs the willingness of the 
teachers and the support of the administration.”

the participants’ views echo the essential elements for successful 
collaboration (Jordan): the willingness to collaborate of the part of the staff; 
clear demarcation of teaching responsibilities; and the students’ perception of 
the collaboration as complementary teaching. additionally, they emphasized 
the necessity of administrative support in effective collaboration, since issues 
such as defining teaching responsibilities, facilitating communication, and 
providing sufficient training can be addressed by these leaders.

such concerns are echoed by the literature (Craig; Crandall & Kaufman), 
which highlights the need for strong leadership support for successful 
collaboration (Pawan and ortloff).

Conclusion

this exploratory study sought to discover two esp professors’ perspectives 
on understanding and implementing interdisciplinary teacher collaboration in 
esp contexts. the participants in this study, while they have not yet attempted 
more involved forms of collaboration, view collaboration as occurring in 
the needs analysis stage. also, participants see collaboration as valuable 
in addressing students’ disciplinary communication needs. additionally, 
they believe interdisciplinary teacher collaboration is beneficial because 
they encourage teachers’ development and students’ motivation. however, 
there are several challenges in its implementation, particularly regarding 
time constraints, differences among disciplinary cultures, and numerous 
administrative concerns.
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the main implications focus on several considerations in implementing 
collaboration in the future. leaders of the department may take advantage 
of the generally positive attitude towards collaboration in the department 
by discovering other collaborative partnerships and use these as a starting 
point for increased communication and coordination, thus starting small 
and building on existing structures. focusing on existing collaborations may 
improve their implementation, spread awareness of these efforts, and can be 
a basis for leaders to articulate possible policies and practices to guide present 
and future collaborations and look for feasible ways they can begin concretely 
supporting such efforts.

this study involved only two filipino professors from one university. While 
some useful ideas have been identified, the sample size was too small; thus, 
care should be taken when trying to generalize findings to other contexts. 
additionally, due to time constraints, only one method of data collection was 
used; thus, this study’s findings would benefit from triangulation through other 
data collection methods. finally, future research directions include analyzing 
more examples of interdisciplinary teacher collaboration in the philippines 
and researching how teachers may better articulate collaboration policies and 
participate in effective implementation. such efforts may help teachers realize 
that interdisciplinary collaboration is a favorable and feasible endeavor that 
helps both content specialists and language experts make the most of separate, 
but equal expertise (feak).
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