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Pandemics as Objects of Esp Teaching: A Case Study of Covid-19 
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Abstract 

This paper aims at reflecting on the COVID-19 as an object of ESP teaching. The main 

research question is as follows: given that communication worldwide is currently dominated 

by the COVID-19 issue, and taking account of the kind of discourse it involves, how can this 

pandemic be dealt with as an object of teaching ESP? This question calls for two subsidiary 

questions: what characterizes COVID-19 related discourse? What are their implications for 

ESP teaching? Fulfilling this goal firstly called for setting the theoretical framework and then 

critically reviewing the literature on the discursive characteristics of COVID-19 before 

discussing their didactic implications in the context of ESP. The analysis showed that the 

COVID-19’s discourse is characterized by lexical, functional and semantic traits. Regarding 

their implications for ESP teaching, the discourse of COVID-19 represents the discourse 

needed to be acquired due to its dominant nature in the world’s communications and 

interactions. It is a body of real-life resources for supporting and enhancing learning in ESP 

classroom. It rests heavily on the adoption of a functional perspective to these generated 

resources. 

Key-words: COVID-19, discourse, Discourse analysis, ESP, functional perspective 

Résumé 

Cet article analyse la COVID-19 comme objet d'enseignement de l’ASP. La principale 

question de recherche est la suivante : étant donné que la communication à l'échelle mondiale 

est actuellement dominée par la question de COVID-19, et compte tenu du type de discours 

qu'elle implique, comment cette pandémie peut-elle être abordée comme un objet 

d'enseignement de l'ASP ? Cette question appelle deux questions subsidiaires : qu'est-ce qui 

caractérise le discours lié à la COVID-19 ? Quelles sont leurs implications pour 

l'enseignement de l'ASP ? Pour ce faire, il a tout d’abord été question de situer le cadre 

théorique puis de faire la recension critique des écrits sur les caractéristiques discursives de la 

COVID-19 avant de discuter leurs implications didactiques en contexte d’ASP. L'analyse a 

montré que le discours de la COVID-19 est caractérisé par des traits lexicaux, fonctionnels et 

sémantiques.  En ce qui concerne leurs implications pour l'enseignement de l’ASP, la 

COVID-19 représente le discours qui doit être acquis en raison de sa nature dominante dans 

les communications et interactions mondiales. Ce discours constitue un ensemble de 

ressources pédagogiques de la vie réelles qui peuvent être utilisées pour soutenir 

l'apprentissage dans les classes d'ASP. Cela dépend cependant de l’adoption d’une perspective 

fonctionnelle à l’endroit de ces ressources générées. 

Mots clés : COVID-19, discours, analyse du discours, ASP, perspective fonctionnelle 
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Introduction 

The whole world is currently facing COVID-19, one of its most severe pandemics. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) recently reported a mortality rate above 300.000 

deaths and over 5,000,000 affected cases
97

. Moreover, it has negative impacts on several 

domains: economy, education, and communication cohesion among others. The situation is so 

rampant that COVID-19 is the core issue of national and international governments. Not 

surprisingly, this global health issue has brought about a specific discourse. Indeed, the idea 

that no activity or reality of international scope can be conceived without language in general 

and English language in particular, is a matter of widespread agreement today (Silué, 2016, 

p.6). Therefore, the pressing need for a discourse specific to COVID-19 clearly stands out.  

Interestingly, ESP research and teaching are often qualified as “innovative” (Mémet & 

Petit 2001: 8; Hyland 2006, p.35) with a more “international” scope than other areas of 

language education (Paltridge & Starfield 2011). The field of ESP has always shown a vested 

interest in teaching and learning language, in its full dimension of course, of emerging 

activities and their required competences, realities or issues worldwide. Hence, the necessity 

of analyzing the discourse pertaining to COVID-19 as an object of teaching.   

This paper then aims at reflecting on the COVID-19 as an object of ESP teaching. The 

main question it intends to answer is as follows: given that communication worldwide is 

currently dominated by the COVID-19 issue, and taking account of the kind of discourse it 

involves, how can this pandemic be dealt with as an object of teaching ESP? This question 

calls for two subsidiary questions: what characterizes COVID-19 related discourse? What are 

their implications for ESP teaching? Achieving this set aim will definitely lead into the 

clarification of the theoretical framework before reviewing literature on the COVID-19 

discursive traits, then discussing their didactic implications in ESP classroom. 

1. Theoretical framework 

 

1.1.Discourse analysis and its relevance to ESP teaching 

Discourse analysis refers to the analysis of the different “patterns that people’s utterances 

follow when they take part in different domains of social life” (Marianne & Louise, 2002, 

p.12). It is concerned with the examination of how language functions and how meaning is 

created in different social contexts. Discourse analysis has been carried out within a variety of 

social science disciplines, including linguistics, anthropology, sociology, international 

relations, communication studies and political science (Pedersen, 2009, p.4). It has therefore 

become a vast conceptual framework where different approaches meet. This ultimately 

constrains to specifying from the outset the approach it anchors in. 

 Unlike linguistic approaches that are mostly criticized for their only focus on the rules of 

language use, discourse analysis focuses on “the social aspects of communication and the 

ways people use language to achieve specific effects (e.g. to build trust, to create doubt, to 

evoke emotions or to manage conflict)” (Luo, 2019, p.2).  The stress is not on smaller units of 

language, such as sounds, words or phrases; it is rather on larger chunks of language, 

conversations, texts, and or collections of texts among others. 

                                                           
97 Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) Situation Report – 132 Data as received by WHO from national authorities 

by 10:00 CEST, 31 May 2020 available at: https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-

reports/20200531-covid-19-sitrep-132.pdf?sfvrsn=d9c2eaef_2. 

   OIOINOK µ%%§MMJ???J ? NIOI0KNIIIIIO  

https://www.scribbr.com/author/amyluo/
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200531-covid-19-sitrep-132.pdf?sfvrsn=d9c2eaef_2
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200531-covid-19-sitrep-132.pdf?sfvrsn=d9c2eaef_2
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The relevance of discourse to ESP teaching is threefold. Firstly, ESP courses envision the 

ability of learners to handle language not in an idealized way, but in its real use.  That is to 

say, ESP addresses the communicative competence of learners in particular professional or 

occupational social context rather than their ability to grasp language forms only. Then, with 

a discourse perspective to ESP, the focus changes from grammar and language analysis of 

specialized domains to discourse and language for communication. As such, discourse entails 

“spoken or written language that has describable internal relationships of form and meaning 

that relate coherently to an external communicative function or purpose and a given audience” 

(Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000: 4).  Secondly, when a discourse perspective is adopted 

towards an ESP course, learners develop metalinguistic awareness which in turn appears 

greatly useful for self and peer evaluation of their performances. Thirdly and finally, since 

ESP teaching and learning aims at the integration of a specific discourse community (swales 

1990), the adoption of a discourse perspective in its teaching and learning process will 

definitely make this integration easier and more effective.  

1.2.Functionalism and ESP teaching 

Functionalism is broadly considered as a theory about the nature of mental states. 

According to this theory, mental states are identified by what they do rather than what they 

are made of (Levin 2018). In the field of language, functionalism posits that language forms 

are identified by what they are used for in terms of communication rather than by what they 

mean in isolation. For “the forms of natural languages are created, governed, constrained, 

acquired and used in the service of communicative functions” (Bates et al. 1991, p.134). 

Functionalism appears to be a response to the weaknesses of language theories that postulates: 

Structure and function, and/or theories that attempt to describe and 

explain structural facts sui generis, without reference to the constraints 

on form that are imposed by the goals of communication and the 

capabilities and limitations of human information processing. (idem) 

 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) of Michael Halliday, one of the branches of 

functionalism in language acquisition, bases on the premise that language structure is 

integrally related to social function and context. Language is said to be “organized the 

way it is within a culture because such an organization serves a social purpose within that 

culture” (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010, p. 29). The “Functional” refers to what language does 

within particular contexts and the “Systemic to the structure or the organization of 

language so that it can be used to get things done within those contexts. 

With its communicative competence-oriented nature, ESP entails integrating the 

English language forms to their functions in social interactions. As an academic 

discipline, it sets the field for introducing the English language contextually and 

holistically so that learners will discover, construct and appropriate both the forms and 

functions in view of their later use in real life. Therefore, the relevance of functionalism to 

ESP teaching clearly stands out.  
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2. Pandemics as objects of ESP teaching: the case of COVID-19 

 

2.1.The characteristics of COVID19-related discourse 

According to Rafi (2020, p. 11), “the language of COVID-19 overwhelmed newspapers 

that furnished frightening thoughts into the heads of people”. He explains that people's 

opinions were primarily controlled by the discourse of fear to justify the language used based 

on an exponential increase in the number of deaths, pressure on the health care system, and 

economic recession.   

The war rhetoric, negative expressions, and intensifiers were used by 

journalists to narrate the public sphere, social life, health care, and 

economy. The culture of meeting and greeting was taken over by 

bizarre linguistic forms, e.g., social distancing, physical distancing, 

and social isolation (idem, p.11).    

 Fearful discourse is held by means of some recurrent words and expressions. Rafi 

invents a word-cloud that is representative of the COVID-19 discourse lexicons. 

Figure 1. Word-cloud of the COVID 19 lexicons (Rafi 2020, p.11) 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) also conducted a Corpus analysis of the 

language of COVID 19 from January to March 2020 in order to identify the words and 

expressions that were increasingly familiar in the context of that global crisis. Their findings 

(see words and expressions in red) are presented in the table below
98

: 

  

                                                           
98

 Available at: https://public.oed.com/blog/corpus-analysis-of-the-language-of-covid-19/ 
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The table shows that words and expressions related to the Corona clearly dominated the 

world communication in March 2020. Based on that study, they released a glossary on the 

COVID-19 related terminologies. 

 Similarly, to the OED, many other COVID-19 glossaries have been released to help 

people with its technical terms. For example, the Translation Bureau, a federal institution 

within the Public Services and Procurement Canada portfolio, designed a glossary which is 

considered “as a tool for language professionals as well as those responsible for disseminating 

information in the context of this pandemic” (2020, p.1). Yale Medicine experts also provide 

a glossary of key terms they find necessary to be known given that “It’s important to 

understand these COVID-19 related words because they can mean different things-for 

instance, quarantine and isolation are not the same thing” (Kathy, 2020, p.2). 

 Gulsan et al (2020, p.14) rather presented the features of the COVID-19 19 discourse in 

China and Japan in terms of functions accomplished rather than linguistic features. According 

to them, the COVID- 19’s discourse in those two countries was dominated by the sharing of 

“Experts’ thoughts and perceptions’” related to preparedness and awareness and governance 

and institutional issues. 

A similar study has been conducted by Alois (2020) on Africa and he presented his 

findings in terms of themes or topics which dominated the COVID-19’s discourse.  The 

analysis of this study shows that conversations (chats, debates, presentations, counseling etc.) 

related to the COVID- 19 in Africa are driven by health, economic and social impact, public 

safety measures and international relations. 

 In the light of the preceding works, the characteristics of the COVID- 19’s discourse are 

threefold: lexical, functional and semantic. The lexical characteristics are lists of COVID-19 

related words and expressions and its cross-sector impacts coupled with their explanations or 

meanings. These terminologies are among the greatest features of that discourse. The 

functional characteristics relate to the different actions or functions accomplished with the 

COVID-19’s discourse namely describing the symptoms of the COVID-19, stating the saving 

attitudes and explaining their relevance, and explaining the socio-economic impacts of that 

mailto:kathy.katella-cofrancesco@yale.edu
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pandemic on different domains of activity. The semantic features lie in the fact that the 

COVID-19’s discourse is mainly characterized by the inducing of fear into people.  

2.2.The need to teach the COVID-19 related discourse  

The COVID-19 has given way to a specific discourse which finally came out as the 

dominant feature of the world’s communications and interactions. No sector of international 

scope can confidently envision its activities without considering the discourse of COVID-19 

in term of its appropriation. The main reason being that no activity or reality of international 

scope can be conceived without language for language is mostly needed to carry out activities. 

The indispensable nature of the COVID-19 related discourse clearly stands out. As such, ASP 

teaching is a suitable medium for the acquisition of that discourse. 

First of all, the study of specialized discourse has got interest in language education 

since a good while and given the lingua franca status reached by English language right after 

the second world war, ESP has come to assumed a key position in that venture. For this very 

reason, Isani (2013, p.192-193) observes that:  

A consolidated tradition of ESP studies carried out by researchers who 

view ESP in its broader perspective of specialized language, discourse 

and culture”.  ESP is then said to deal with “specialized forms of 

discourse with which the majority of native speakers might not even 

be familiar (Williams 2014, p. 25).  

Henceforth, the specific discourse generated by the COVID-19 will definitely not fail 

to come under the scrutiny of ESP. 

Secondly, as a discourse, the appropriation of COVID-19 undoubtedly entails the 

consideration of both its forms and meanings that relate coherently in real-life communicative 

functions and specific social contexts. This requirement is equally true and essential in ESP’s 

view on language acquisition. As a matter of fact, ESP aims at the development of learners’ 

communicative competence in particular professional or occupational social context . As 

such, same like the discourse implication, ESP also requires the analysis of both the formal 

and functional facets of the English language in socio-cultural contexts. In this other regard, 

ESP always stands as the suitable medium for the acquisition of the COVID-19 related 

discourse. 

2.2.1. COVID-19: A body of real-life resources for supporting learning in ESP classroom. 

The COVID-19 brought about a discourse spread over social domains such as health, 

economy, security, education, family cohesion, business, social peace, technology, 

international relations and trades etc... It gave way to interactions and conversations which 

further generated glossaries, texts, videos, audios tracks, graphs, cartoons and all sorts of web-

based language resources that could fit various needs and goals.  Those interactions and 

conversations set the field for the use of language functions including describing people, 

places, and things, asking information, making predictions and suggestions, comparing and 

contrasting people, places, and things,  relating events, expressing opinions, asking for and 

giving advice, persuading people, generalizing about topics, interpreting data, and 

hypothesizing and speculating among others. 

With respect to the preceding, the COVID-19 related discourse appears as a source of 

real-life resources that could be exploited by ESP practitioners to support and enhance 

learning in their classroom by actively engaging learners in meaningful and pedagogically 

https://www.thoughtco.com/asking-for-information-in-english-1212031
https://www.thoughtco.com/examples-of-a-hypothesis-609090
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sound tasks. In fact, with its communicative competence-oriented nature, ESP classroom 

requires the integration of the English language forms to their functions in social interactions. 

That is, ESP pedagogy calls for introducing the English language contextually and holistically 

so that learners will discover, construct and appropriate both the forms and functions in view 

of their later use in real life.  

The COVID-19 generated discourse by nature could then match with the conditions for 

serving as didactic resources in ESP because it is not only a real life discourse, but also shares 

language features, structures and functions allowing the analysis of both the formal and 

functional facets of the English language in socio-cultural contexts. In so doing, learners’ 

cognitive and metacognitive properties are equally stimulated in the process of language 

appropriation. The COVID-19 can therefore be used to duplicate social language use in ESP 

pedagogical settings. However, as evidenced by the theoretical framework of this paper, the 

effective realization of such a practice in ESP classroom greatly rests on the adoption of a 

functional perspective towards that COVID-19 related discourse.  

3. Concluding remarks  

 

3.1. Discussion 

Two main lessons derive from the above development on COVID-19 as an object of ESP 

teaching. First, pandemics in general have some discourse requirements that present ESP 

practitioners and researchers with a new challenge: knowing the discourse implications of the 

pandemic in order to give an adapted orientation to didactic reflections and choices. This is so 

because didactics reflections and practices are generally informed by new findings from other 

disciplines in general, linguistics in particular. Not surprisingly, the field of ESP has come so 

far to be well grounded in both research and practice in order to better cope with the implied 

realities of new challenges.  Furthermore, ESP has succeeded in challenging the theory-

practice gap and made visible academic and professional genres (discourses) to learners. 

Second, the COVID-19 related discourse represents the current challenge ESP 

practitioners need to put up with given its dominance on the world’s communications and 

interactions. In fact, the status globally held by English language with ESP as major field, the 

particular interest of ESP teaching for specialized form of discourse and ESP’s goal coupled 

with its view on language acquisition, make ESP stands as a suitable medium for the 

acquisition of the COVID-19 related discourse. 

3.2. Suggestion  

From the above argumentation, my main suggestion on COVID-19 as an object of 

ESP teaching relates to the adoption of a functional perspective to the COVID-19 birthed 

discourse. Such an approach would definitely help avoid conceiving the mastery of 

terminology as the only implication of the discourse generated by the COVID-19. My 

suggested functional perspective can be implemented through tasks- based instruction in three 

pedagogical stages: respectively, preparation stage, discourse analysis stage and self-

evaluation stage. In the first stage, short activities are organized to activate learners’ 

background knowledge on COVID- 19 in general and at the same time opening up to the 

function(s) to be addressed in the analysis phase.  

The second phase exposes to and engages learners into the analysis of a contextually 

produced piece of interaction or conversation on COVID-19. This second stage entails two 

sub stages. In the first sub stage, learners interact with the input and account for their 

understanding by completing comprehension activities. As for the second sub stage, learners 
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are engaged in activities appealing them to apply the studied forms and functions by 

expressing meaning related to their specific professional or academic tasks. The third and last 

stage serves for learners’ self-evaluations. At this level, they are encouraged to evaluate their 

own and peers’ performance. The tasks to be organized for the implementation of these three 

pedagogical stages might involve learners amongst other in describing the symptoms of 

COVID-19, stating and discussing the prevention measures by explaining their relevance and 

weaknesses, discussing the social impact of the pandemic on family cohesion, explaining and 

discussing its socio-economic impacts on different domains of activity.  

However, through the suggestion of this functional perspective to the COVID-19 

birthed discourse, I do not intend in any way to stand as the only way to go about it. It rather 

stands as one of the approaches that could set for the effective appropriation of the COVID-19 

related discourse in ESP classroom. 

Conclusion 

This paper was to reflect on COVID-19 as an object of ESP teaching. In the fulfilment 

of such a set goal, two main aspects have been analyzed. First, the characteristics of the 

COVID-19’s discourse. The COVID-19 came out as a discourse sharing lexical, functional 

and semantics distinctive traits. The lexical characteristic deals with lists of words and 

expressions related to the COVID-19 and its cross-sector impacts followed with their 

explanations or meanings. The functional characteristics are concerned with the different 

actions or functions accomplished with the COVID-19’s discourse. Concerning the semantic 

features, the COVID-19’ discourse was found to be majorly characterized as one that is used 

to convey social meanings. 

 Second, the didactics implications of the characteristics of the COVID-19’s discourse 

in ASP. These implications were discussed following two paths. The first one dealt with the 

need to teach the COVID-19 related discourse. In fact, being the dominant feature of the 

world’s communications and interactions, it goes without saying that no sector of 

international scope can confidently envision its activities without considering that discourse in 

term of its appropriation. Hence, the need to teach it. Besides, ESP has been evidenced as the 

suitable medium for the acquisition of that discourse with regard to the status globally held by 

English language with ESP as major field, the particular interest of ESP teaching for 

specialized form of discourse and ESP’s goal coupled with its view on language acquisition.

 The second path relates to the COVID-19 generated conversations and interactions 

that appear to be a source of real-life resources that could be exploited by ESP practitioners to 

support and enhance learning in their classroom by engaging learners in meaningful and 

pedagogically sound tasks. This however requires the adoption of a functional perspective 

realizable in three main pedagogical stages (preparation stage, discourse analysis stage and 

self-evaluation stage). 
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