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Nursing students’ information-seeking behavior in ESP courses

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Nursing students’ information-seeking behavior in English
for specific purpose (ESP) courses: Do quality of education
and reflective practice matter?

Background: Quality of education plays a key role in the development of
education. Having this perspective in mind, the researchers explored the
quality of English for specific purpose (ESP) courses from ESP instructors’
point of views and investigated the role of quality of education of ESP
courses in information-seeking behavior of the students. They also
probed the possible relationship between ESP instructors’ reflective
practice and quality of ESP courses.

Methods: Seventy-nine ESP instructors were given the researcher- made
quality of education in ESP and the English language teaching reflection
inventories. At the end of the term, 317 nursing students received an
information-seeking behavior questionnaire. To consolidate the findings
of the students’ questionnaire, 15 volunteer students were interviewed.
Results: Based on the findings, the quality of ESP courses as reported by
ESP instructors was poor. As the responses to the questionnaire of quality
of education in ESP revealed, the instructors reported that they do not have
sufficient information on subject matters, as well as the content of the
lessons is neither updated nor motivating. It was also reported that not all
language skills are included in the course content and at the same time the
teacher-centered courses are not communicative. It was also found that
there was a significant correlation between TEFL instructors™ reflective
practice and the quality of ESP courses. In addition, a significant correlation
was seen between quality of education of ESP courses and information-
seeking behavior of the students.

Conclusion: Based on the findings, the instructors’ reflective practice
was poor and the quality of the ESP courses was not satisfactory either.
Perhaps, such conditions have led the instructors not to encourage their
students to use other available ESP or English language teaching
resources other than their course books. The findings have implications
for ESP curriculum development and ESP teachers.

Keywords: Quality of education, English for specific purpose courses,
Information-seeking behavior, Reflective practice, Nursing students
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INTRODUCTION

Today, the quality of education plays a key role in the
development of any country and the importance of
improving the educational quality is unanimously agreed
upon. Improving the quality of education can not only be
effective in empowering students in their future careers but
it increases their attendance and dropout rates.
Undoubtedly, increasing the quality of education at
university may extend to other parts of society as well and
can contribute to the flourishing of the country.

There is not a unanimous agreement on the precise
definition of quality. Quality is regarded as a relative term
that meets the needs of various groups of beneficiaries (1).
Griffith (2008) defines the quality of education as "the extent
to which the delivery of the school curriculum is realizing the
learning outcomes established in the educational standards”
(2). Quality of education is (3) considered as a complex,
dynamic, and multidimensional concept whose definition is
subjected to a set of factors and conditions. In particular, it
is social, economic, cultural, and political. Two definitions of
higher education quality have been suggested. First, quality
is as a comparing higher education status with
predetermined standards. Second, quality is matching the
status of higher education with the mission, purpose, and
expectations of all stakeholders including faculty members,
academics, students, legislators, and the like. In such a
context, an education system is expected to keep pace with
economic and social change, technological change, and
other changing paradigms such as creative learning (4). In
this regard, EFL curriculum in general and ESP courses, in
particular, are no exceptions.

Due to the eminence of English as an international language
and its key role in the advancement of technology and
industry, demand for the development of ESP courses has
increased worldwide (5). Since the 1970s, ESP has been on
the agenda of the Ministry of Culture and Higher Education.
Based on the guidelines, non-English-speaking students
need to take the course while studying for higher education
courses. The main purpose of these courses, as Moattarian
and Tahririan demonstrated, was to enable students "to use
English in academic and occupational settings” (5); however,
the courses have been limited to helping students with
reading and comprehending the content material related to
their course of study (6). By focusing solely on reading
comprehension, these courses have neglected to consider
other language skills (7). What has fueled discontent with
these courses is the neglect of students' needs and the
overemphasis on vocabulary and grammar (8) which
overlooks teaching necessary language skills. Therefore, this
leaves students with little motivation, overcrowd
heterogeneous classes (9), and limit resources which
alleviate the problem.

Because of the need to communicate with patients from
other countries, ESP courses are necessary for medical
sciences, especially, for nursing students. Nursing graduates
also need a great deal of English language skills to enhance
their career opportunities (10); accordingly, the students are
required to take a 3-unit general language and a 2-unit

specialized language course.

It seems that one of the most-needed ingredients of any ESP
course is reflective practice. Nowadays, reflective practice has
drawn a considerable attention to itself. Reflection, as higher-
order thinking, is an essential teacher quality and an
important part of the teaching process. This is because
“teachers are active, thinking decision-makers who make
instructional choices by drawing on complex, practically-
oriented, personalized, and context-sensitive networks of
knowledge, thoughts, and beliefs” (11). A reflective teacher
reflects on his experiences in relation to himself and others.
This is because he wants to deeply understand himself and
others (12). As it is defined “reflective teaching is an
approach to teaching, learning and problem solving that uses
reflection as the main tool... It involves them in analyzing,
discussing, evaluating, changing and developing their
practice, by adopting an analytical approach to their work”
13).

Additionally, it seems that information-seeking behavior is of
great importance for ESP courses. With the spread of
technology and the sheer volume of information in various
forms on web pages, CDs, e-books, etc., the development of
students’ information-seeking behavior has turned to be of
great importance, so in universities, the information-seeking
behavior of the academic community has been emphasized
(14). Therefore, this behavior has been one of the areas of
interest for researchers. it has been stated that the purpose
of studying information-seeking behavior is to find the
following questions: What does one do to find his
information needs? How does he select and search for
information sources? How does he find access to these
resources? What factors influence his behavior? (15). To be
more specific, information-seeking behavior is a purposeful
search for information in order to satisfy a specific purpose
(16).

ESP instructors in the country often limit themselves to using
books. They also seem reluctant to introducing diverse
information sources to their students. Unassisted to get help
from diverse sources of teaching English, ESP students suffice
to studying the only source which is often their course books
(17). Perhaps, quality of education has a great influence on
ESP students’ information-seeking behavior. In addition, this
study was undertaken to understand more about the role
that reflective practice plays in the quality of education. This
was done since studies show a link between reflective
practice, teachers’ professional development, and quality of
education (18, 19) which may subsequently affect students’
information-seeking behavior.

Based on the researchers’ best knowledge, although
information-seeking behavior of nursing students has been
extensively probed (20, 21), no study has invested the ESP
course quality. The possible relationship between ESP
instructors’ reflective practice and the quality of ESP courses
has not been investigated either. In addition, it seems
necessary to study the relationship between the quality of
ESP courses and information-seeking behavior of the
students. Given the importance of understanding the factors
influencing ESP students’ information seeking behavior, the
present study formulated the following research questions:
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1. What is the quality of ESP courses from ESP instructors’
points of view?

2. What is the relationship between ESP instructors’ reflective
practice and the quality of ESP courses?

3. What is the relationship between the quality of ESP
courses and information-seeking behavior of the students?

METHODS

Participants

Based on convenient sampling, 79 ESP instructors and 317
nursing students from medical science universities of west of
Iran were recruited for the study. These universities included
both state and Islamic Azad universities. The instructors were
either TEFL (teaching English as a foreign language) professors
or instructors from nursing departments. It should be stated
that they had 3 to 18 years’ experience in teaching ESP.

It should be mentioned that the inclusion and exclusion
criteria for both instructors and students of the present study
were applied. The exclusions were: any missing data in the
questionnaires and lack of consent to participate. The
inclusion criteria for the students were: student of ESP or
having passed the course and being a nursing student. The
criteria for the instructors were: EFL teacher having taught
ESP one term or more, instructor of nursing department
having taught ESP one term or more.

Instruments

Three questionnaires were employed in the present study:
Quality of education in ESP questionnaire

After developing the first drafts of the scale which was
compiled based on the related literature (6, 9, 22, 23, 24) 25
items were given to five experts in ESP to pass their judgment
on the items. After investigation, 7 items were removed and
3 were revised. The scale was piloted on 4 ESP instructors.
The Cronbach's alpha was calculated to be .633 showing that
the questionnaire is of a high acceptable reliability. Then, the
questionnaire was subjected to factor analysis by omitting
items with negative correlation less than 0.50. The Varimax
rotation resulted in Table 1.

The final version of the scale included 17 items entirely
designed on a five-point Likert scale including 1 “not at all”,
2 “to a small scale”, 3 “to some extent”, 4 “to a moderate
extent, and 5 “to a great extent.

The English language teaching reflection inventory

To assess the ESP instructors’ reflective practice, the English
language teaching reflection inventory developed by Akbari,
Behzadpoor and Dadvand (25) was employed in the present
study. There were 29 items with five subscales in a five-point
Likert scale. The subscales were, practical reflection (six
items), cognitive reflection (six items), affective reflection
(three items), metacognitive reflection (seven items), and the
last subscale, critical reflection (seven items).

Information-seeking bebavior questionnaire

To compile the questionnaire, 20 items were written based
on the related literature (14, 22, 26, 27, 28). To ensure face
and content validity, the first draft was revised by 4 university
professors and 4 items were removed. the remaining 16

Table 1. Rotated component matrix of factor analysis
on the items
factors questions 1 2 3
q6 0.936
— q4 0912
g
2 ql 0.845
=
.; q3 0.820
éﬂ qs 0.819
q2 0.696
q7 0.536
ql0 0.954
=
E q8 0.890
‘é q9 0.785
= ql2 0.688
qll 0.580
ql4 0.879
=
§ ql3 0.835
5 qls 0.792
-
ql6 0.680

items were piloted on 10 nursing students. The reliability of
this questionnaire was estimated through Cronbach's alpha
coefficient to be .745. The scale included 5-point Likert scale.

A semi-structured interview

To consolidate the findings, a semi-structured interview was
held with 15 volunteer nursing students. The students were
asked to freely express their ideas about their information-
seeking behavior and mention the challenges they
encountered to seek the information they need for the ESP
course.

Each interview which was conducted over the phone lasted
for 25 minutes. Then, the responses were recorded, and
transcribed. The researchers employed Strauss and Corbin’s
model (29) to analyze the data. It is noteworthy to mention
that there are three types of coding techniques in the model,
namely, open, axial, and selective. Based on the coding
strategies, the interviewees’ comments were first transcribed
and finally, the transcribed data were codified.

Data collection procedures

The study was carried out in the first semester of 2018 in
some Medical Science universities. It should be mentioned
that a concurrent mixed-method approach was employed in
this study. As the first step, the participants' consent was
obtained and they were told that their participation was
voluntary. They were also ensured that their responses
would not be disclosed to third parties. Next, the quality of
education in ESP and the English language teaching
reflection inventories were handed to the ESP instructors in
their office or tea break and were completed anonymously.
The Information-seeking behavior questionnaire was given
to the students in the last week of the course and one of the
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researchers was responsible for distributing the scale among
the participants. Finally, the volunteer students took part in
a semi-structured interview.

RESULTS

Since the result of the Sig. value in the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
was lower than 0.05, the distribution of the scores for all

tests were used to interpret the data.

The first research question investigated the quality of ESP
courses from ESP instructors’ points of view. To answer the
question, the percentage of the answers to each item is
shown in Table 2. Moreover, a sign test was employed (see
Tables 3 and 4).

As to the first item, the majority of the instructors (70.9%)

three questionnaires was not normal. So, non-parametric believed that ESP

instructors do not have sufficient

Table 2. Questionnaire of quality of education in ESP
To a small To some Toa To a great
Factors Question Not at all moderate g Mean
scale extent extent
extent
1. To what extent do ESP instructors have
sufficient information on subject-specific F 13 43 23 - -
0,
matters? % (16.5) (54.4) (29.1)
2. To what extent are ESP instructors expert F 19 38 22 ) )
in English language teaching? % (24.1) (48.1) (27.8)
= 3. To what extent does the course have F 9 42 28 ) )
E specific objectives? % (11.4) (53.2) (35.4)
]
N F 3 49 27 235
- 2 - - :
5; 4. Are the content of the lessons updated? % (.8) ©2) (342)
St
(=) o F 6 36 32 5 )
5. Is the content of the lessons motivating? % (7.6) (45.6) (4.5) 6.3)
6. To what extent do students use language F 7 42 30 ) _
labs? % 8.9) (53.2) (38)
7. Is there sufficient variety in the subject F ) 24 32 19 4
and content of the course book? % (30.4) (40.5) (24.1) (5.1)
8. To what extent dose the course include all
writing, listening, speaking, and readin 43 21 8 7 -
thng, &, speaxing, J %  (54.4) (26.6) (10.1) (8.9)
skills?
9. Does the course book include adequate F 5 29 45
Té specialized vocabulary? % (6.3) (36.7) (57)
‘% 10. To what extent are pair and group work F 21 49 5 4 ) 279
2 activities encouraged in the course? % (26.6) (62) (6.3) (5.1) '
]
= 11. To what extent is the course learner- F 10 48 } 21 )
centered? % (12.6) (60.8) (26.6)
riumesrvraesll B N
. - -
book? % (15.2) (63.3) (21.5)
13. To what extent are needs of students in F 35 9 7 28 )
the course taken care of? % (44.3) (11.4) (8.9) (354)
= 14. Do student participate in classroom F 30 36 13 ) )
£ activities? % (38) (45.6) (16.5) s
§ 15. To what extent are students' interests F 16 41 22 '
= taken into account in the course? % (20.3) (51.9) (27.8)
16. To what extent are students' individual F 29 35 15 _
differences taken into account in the course? % (36.7) (44.3) (19)
Table 3. Sign test to investigate the quality of ESP courses from ESP instructors points of views
Descriptive statistics Mean: 3 Inferential statistics
Variable .. Positive Negative . .
Mean Std. Deviation Differences Differences Ties V4 Sig.
Quality of education 244 0.32259 76 3 0 -8.101 0.000
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Table 4. Spearman correlation coefficient between
instructors education quality and reflective thinking

Variable
Correlation o
Coefficient L
Quality of education and EFL Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
N 79

information on subject- specific matters. Surprisingly, as to
the second item, 72.2% of the participants reported that ESP
instructors are not experts in English language teaching.
While 35.4% believed that ESP courses have specific
objectives, about 64 percent hold that the course does not
have specific objectives. In response to the question which
asked if the content of the lessons is updated, only 34.2%
agreed and the rest did not find the content of the lessons
updated. At the same time, 53 percent of the instructors saw
the content of lessons as giving less motivation while the rest
(47%) felt that they were motivating. The numbers of
respondents who thought students use language labs were
quite small (38%). The total number of instructors who
believed that variety can be found in the subject and content
of the course book was 69.7%. A clear majority (81%) of the
instructors stated that all language skills are not included in
the course; however, nearly all 93.7% agreed that the course
book includes adequate specialized vocabulary. About 88%
did not find the course communicative and reported that pair
and group activities are not encouraged in the course.
Responses to item 11 showed that 73.4 % of the participants
found the course teacher-centered while the rest (26.6%)
found it as learner-centered. Regarding item 12, only 21.5%
chose ‘to some extent’ and the majority (78.5%) did not
believe that students are encouraged to use resources other
than their course book. As the answers to item 13 indicate,
nearly half of the respondents (55.7%) believed that the
needs of students are not taken care of. Interestingly, 83.6%
mentioned that students do not participate in the activities.
About 72% of the instructors believed that students’ interests
are not taken into account. Finally, 81% of the instructors
reported that the course has no or little attention to students’
individual differences.

According to Table 3, the average quality of education was
2.44. A comparison of the quality of education with the mean
index (3) showed that it is significant. The z-score of the
quality of education variable was -8.101 which indicated that
the difference between the means is statistically significant,
considering the significance level (sig.= 0.000<0.05). In
other words, there is a significant difference between the
mean score of quality of education and mean score (3), which
means that the level of quality of education is lower than the
mean score, indicating that students are not in a good
position in terms of quality of education.

Regarding the second research question which inquires
whether there is a significant relationship between quality of
ESP courses and ESP instructors’ reflective thinking in the
classroom, a Spearman correlation coefficient was used. The

results of this test are shown in Table 4.

According to Table 3, through 99% confidence and an error
rate less than 0.01% and considering the significant level
(P=0.000) which is less than 0.01%, it can be concluded that
there is a significant relationship between quality of ESP
course and ESP instructors’ reflective thinking. On the other
hand, the correlation value of this correlation was found to
be (r=0.802), indicating a positive and rather a strong
correlation.

To answer the third research question which sought a
significant relationship between the quality of ESP courses
and students’ information-seeking behavior, a Spearman
correlation coefficient was used. The results of the test are
shown in Table 4.

According to Table 5, through 99% confidence and error rate
less than 0.01% and considering the significant level
(P=0.000) which is less than 0.01%. it can be concluded that
there is a significant relationship between the quality of ESP
courses and students' information-seeking behavior. On the
other hand, the correlation value of this correlation was
equal to (r=0.695), which indicates a positive and moderate
value.

The result of the interview with the students can be found in
Table 6. As the Table shows, the first challenge was that ESP
instructors limit the course to course books and do not
introduce other useful resources. The next challenge the
interviewees referred to was that all language skills are not
practiced in the course. The participants acknowledged that
the instructors do not introduce helpful resources except
textbooks to their students. They also reported that they
were not familiar with web resources. Web resources can
provide useful resources for English as foreign language
students to learn English. The interviewees mentioned that
the way they were taught ESP was based on traditional
approaches of reading and translation. Finally, it was stated
that the priority for them was getting a high grade for the
course and that discouraged them from using resources
other than their course books.

Table S. Spearman correlation coefficient between

teacher education quality and student information-

seeking behavior

Variable
Comain o5
Quality of education and
Information seeking behavior  Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
N 79
DISCUSSION

What we see and experience in the education system in Iran
is information transfer from instructors and textbooks to
learners. What is expected of learners is remembering the
information and transferring it to test sheets. Based on the
results of the present study, the quality of ESP courses as
reported by ESP instructors is poor and it has negatively
affected the nursing students' information-seeking behavior.
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Table 6. Challenges to nursing students’ information-
seeking behavior
Challenges pl:::le):::l:gee

ESP instructors limit the course to course books 66%
Not all language skills are practiced 60%
Lack of support and guidance from teachers 46.6%
lack of familiarity with web resources 33.3%
Prevalent traditional methods of English teaching 32.15%
Students’ lack of motivation 20%

It was also revealed that there was a significant correlation
between TEFL instructors reflective practice and the quality
of ESP courses. Furthermore, a significant correlation was
seen between quality of education of ESP courses and
information-seeking behavior of the students.

In this regard, Akbari (2016) investigated the English
language needs of Isfahan University of Medical Sciences and
reported that students need more English language courses
during their studies and need not only to improve their
vocabulary and grammar knowledge of the foreign language
but to develop their communicative skills (10). Another study
explored ESP courses (30). With regard to the findings, the
textbook developer and the lecturer prioritized reading and
comprehension among other skills as the most important
one; however, for the students and the graduates, the most
important skills were reading comprehension and speaking.
Regarding the general and ESP courses, the participants
believed that the curriculum should be revised in order to
meet the needs of their students. In a study, (31) medical
students' problems in ESP courses was examined. As
reported, the classes were crowded and the students were
sitting in the class in the traditional way, which is teacher-
fronted. The class activities were limited to reading text,
vocabulary, and translation, and the class was largely
controlled by the instructors. Students were thus less
motivated and less interested in participating in activities.
The students believed that among other factors, the biggest
problem was that the courses were boring and the texts were
outdated.

Research on information-seeking behavior of medical
students shows that they are not capable of seeking for
information and neither do they have enough information
about the available databases. In this regard, a study explored
the information-seeking behavior of postgraduate students of
Qazvin University of Medical Sciences, stating that many
participants in the study have not heard names of specialized

video databases, and they have not ever used them (32). In
addition, it has been revealed that (14) nursing students'
information-seeking skills needs to be improved.

In general, this study examined the quality of ESP courses
from ESP instructors’ point of views and investigated the role
of quality of education of ESP courses in information-seeking
behavior of the students. It also probed the possible
relationship between ESP instructors’ reflective practice and
quality of ESP courses. As the findings showed, the quality of
ESP courses is not satisfactory. Furthermore, the only source
used in ESP courses is course books. In addition, quality of
education has a correlation with ESP students’ information-
seeking behavior and reflective practice plays a role in the
quality of education. Therefore, there should be a link
between reflective practice and quality of education which in
turn may affect ESP students’ information-seeking behavior.
The present study, like other studies, had some limitations.
First, the participants were selected non-randomly and the
sample size was small. In addition, further research in
validating the researcher-made questionnaires of the study
should include ESP instructors and students from medical
students of more diverse universities of the country.

Despite the limitations, the main significance of the present
research is the point that language education curriculum
needs to be modified and revised. Other studies have also
indicated such a necessity (33). The revision may also affect
students’ information-seeking behavior, so that they may be
encouraged to seek for information from various available
data bases. Another implication of the study is raising ESP
teachers’ awareness regarding their role as reflective
practitioners towards the importance of reflection in the
course and the possible relationship between the quality of
the course and their reflection.
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