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Abstract

Despite the growing international recognition of Languages for Specific Purposes
(LSP), the role and needs of LSP teachers in Hungary remain underexplored. Based on
a survey of Hungarian higher education LSP teachers, this study examines their pro-
fessional characteristics and challenges. The findings reveal that many LSP teachers
transition from general language teaching without formal training in their students’ dis-
ciplines or LSP-specific methodologies. LSP teaching poses unique challenges, includ-
ing the significant time required to develop curricula and teaching materials. Beyond
preparation, teachers often engage in extensive self-directed learning to acquire spe-
cialised content knowledge needed to meet diverse and evolving demands. The study
underscores the importance of institutional support, advocating for legal frameworks
that recognise that teaching LSP differs from teaching languages for general purposes.
The results suggest that it would be crucial to create formal training opportunities,
foster collaboration between content specialists and LSP teachers, implement mentor-
ship programmes, and reduce the workload of LSP teachers. This research advocates
for establishing LSP teaching as a distinct profession within the Hungarian educational
landscape, laying the foundations for future research and contributing to the greater rec-
ognition of LSP teaching in national and international contexts.
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Introduction

Languages for Specific Purposes (LSP) and its subfield, English for Specific Purposes
(ESP), is an umbrella term referring to the specialised use of language tailored to specific
professional, academic, or technical domains (e.g. Legal Spanish, Medical English, Business
German). LSP (including ESP) emphasises aligning language teaching with field-specific
vocabulary, discourse, and communicative practices, employing learner-centred approaches
and specialised materials to ensure relevance and real-world applicability (Basta, 2023; Long
& Uscinski, 2012; Macia, 2012). Consequently, ‘LSP teachers’ are those ‘practitioners’
(Anthony, 2018) who teach these specialised (foreign) languages primarily at higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIS) to students who pursue various disciplines such as law, medicine, or
economics. LSP teachers play a crucial role in bridging the gap between language learning
and the specialised demands of various professions. They must have a deep understanding
of both the language and the specific domain in which their students will operate. This dual
expertise allows them to create relevant and effective learning materials that reflect the real-
world contexts in which their students will use the language (Jurkovic, 2024; Macia, 2012).
Since the 1960 s, it has been increasingly acknowledged worldwide that learning
LSP, particularly ESP, has become critically important in higher education (Hyland,
2022). The focus has shifted from general language learning (especially in the context
of English) towards specialised languages (Supunya, 2023). In our increasingly glo-
balised world, with substantial workforce mobility, it has become crucial to comple-
ment professional knowledge with the ability to communicate in the specialised lan-
guage of one’s field (Sowa, 2023). Learning LSP helps students acquire specialised
vocabulary and communication skills tailored to their academic and professional needs,
thereby enhancing both academic performance and career prospects. Over the years,
nearly all aspects of the LSP-related educational context have been examined, with the
notable exception of LSP teachers. However, recent years have seen a growing interna-
tional trend within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) to address this gap
(Chateaureynaud & John, 2023; Jurkovi€ et al., 2024; Kic-Drgas & Jurkovic, 2024).
We also initiated a context-specific survey to gain a comprehensive overview of
LSP teachers across the country, in Hungary. Such a survey seemed timely, as no sim-
ilar LSP teacher-focused research has been conducted in this context. This research
contributes to international literature by examining the situation of LSP teachers in
Hungary, offering a unique perspective that can enhance our understanding of how
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the local context shape LSP practices. The insights gained may be applicable to other
countries, thereby enriching the international, including European, LSP landscape, and
guiding future development and research directions. Thus, we developed and imple-
mented a questionnaire-based research project (Appendix) to investigate LSP teachers’
views on several aspects of their work. This study, as part of this larger research pro-
ject, presents results addressing two research questions within the Hungarian context:

1. What are the educational pathways and professional identity of LSP teachers?
2. What are the main challenges and difficulties of LSP teachers?

This article begins with a review of the literature in the European context, high-
lighting the critical issues that guided the development of the questionnaire and the
formulation of our research questions. Next, an overview of the current situation of
LSP and the specific status of LSP teachers in Hungary is provided. Subsequently,
we describe our methodology and present our findings. In the ‘Discussion and Con-
clusions’ section, we contextualise our results, offer reccommendations, and outline
potential avenues for future research.

Review of the Literature
Languages for Specific Purposes Within the European Higher Education Area

Interest in LSP courses is steadily increasing at universities, and the demand for
LSP teachers is growing within the EHEA (Ding & Campion, 2016; Kic-Drgas &
Jurkovic, 2024). In recent years, several Erasmus + projects (CATAPULT,l TRAILS,>
LSP-TEOC.Pro®) have been launched to fill gaps in LSP teacher training and support
the professional development of LSP teachers (Anesa, 2024; Bocanegra-Valle, 2023;
Chateaureynaud & John, 2023; Jurkovi€ et al., 2024). Given the predominance and
lingua franca status of English, research findings relevant to LSP also originate from
studies focusing on ESP (Basturkmen, 2019; Hyland & Wong, 2019; Whyte & Sarré,
2017). While we acknowledge additional relevant issues, this article will focus on
these points providing the context for interpreting our research findings:

(@) Professional* development needs. For a long time, much of the literature on LSP
focused on how LSP teachers assess student needs (Belcher, 2006). Only recently
have studies begun to survey the needs of LSP teachers themselves (Bocanegra-
Valle & Perea-Barberd, 2023; Lopez-Zurita & Vazquez-Amador, 2023). Bocanegra-

! http://catapult-project.eu/

2 https://erasmus-plus.ec.europa.eu/projects/search/details/2018-1-FRO1-K A203-048085

3 https://sp-teoc-pro.de/

4 When professional development of LSP teachers is discussed in the literature (and in this article), it
refers to LSP as a ‘profession’. Thus, professional development of the teacher refers to the process of
improving the capabilities of the teacher (which in the case of LSP teachers includes gaining knowledge
about the students’ discipline as well).
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Valle and Basturkmen (2019) established professional development needs catego-
ries which align with other recent studies on LSP teacher education (Nazari, 2020;
Szymanska-Tworek & Makowska-Songin, 2019; Vega Umaiia, 2020). Jurkovi€ et al.
(2024) confirmed and upgraded this framework, proposing a three-stage model:
a general Languages for General Purposes (LGP) teaching methodology course,
followed by a general LSP teaching methodology course, and finally, discipline-
specific® acculturation through in-service education supervised by an experienced
LSP teacher and/or discipline specialist (Jurkovi€ et al., 2024, p. 323).

(b) Scarcity of pre-service and in-service professional development programmes. It
has been found that there is a growing demand for LSP courses at HEIs (Jurkovi¢
et al., 2024), yet there are limited professional development programmes avail-
able for LSP teachers (Bocanegra-Valle, 2023; Bocanegra-Valle & Basturkmen,
2019). Jurkovi€ et al. (2024) argue that this is because a language degree and
a general teaching methodology course are generally considered sufficient for
teaching LSP in higher education.

(c) Lack of speciality-related qualification, lack of content knowledge. Szymanska-
Tworek and Makowska-Songin (2019) found that in-service ESP teachers in
Polish higher education struggled with the lack of discipline-specific knowledge
and felt that their initial training was insufficient for teaching ESP. In contrast,
Vega Umaiia (2020) found that LSP teachers in French higher education believed
their expertise should primarily be linguistic, cultural, and pedagogical, while
the disciplinary knowledge should mostly be provided by the students.

(d) Acquiring content knowledge through collaboration. LSP teachers are often
advised to acquire content knowledge through self-training, students’ input, and
collaboration with content specialists. However, as Woodrow (2017) notes, such
collaboration is rare due to differing epistemological and ontological perspectives,
which can hinder mutual understanding between language and content specialists.

Languages for Specific Purposes in the Hungarian Higher Education Context
as Reflected in Literature

While there has been limited focus on LSP teachers, research of LSP itself is not a
recent development in Hungary. In 2001, Kurtan (2001) discussed the importance and
evolution of LSP teaching in Hungary, emphasising its distinction from teaching LGP
due to its sensitivity to specialised contexts and demand for a high degree of flexibility.
She emphasised that performing the tasks of an LSP teacher requires specific compe-
tencies; however, she noted that these competencies were not recognised in Hungary.
In 2012, Kurtan and Silye revisited the state of LSP teaching in Hungary, noting
that the employment methods and organisational structures for LSP teachers remained
diverse. LSP instruction was still conducted predominantly by language teachers, with
occasional collaboration with subject-specific instructors depending on the institution.

5 In the literature, the terms specific area, field of speciality, discipline, content, domain, and subject,
and the related expressions such as domain-specific language, disciplinary knowledge, content knowl-
edge, specialist area, and subject-specialists are often used interchangeably, reflecting the intention of
the authors to refer to the discipline the students are studying.
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Self-training emerged as the most important learning method for LSP teachers. A com-
mon complaint was that institutions failed to recognise and value LSP instruction and
LSP teachers despite considerable progress in the field over the previous decade. These
advancements included the establishment of the Hungarian Association of Teachers
and Researchers of Languages for Specific Purposes® in 2003. Kurtan and Silye (2012)
also noted that many LSP teachers had obtained academic degrees. They argued that all
conditions were in place for developing a high-quality, European-standard LSP teach-
ing system, only strong central will and an educational strategy were missing.

Ten years later, Einhorn (2022a, 2022b) examined the goals and content of foreign
language teaching (not particularly LSP) in Hungarian HEISs, focusing on the organi-
sations responsible for this task. She has identified two main types of organisational
units: (1) university-level units, offering a variety of LGP and LSP courses across mul-
tiple faculties; (2) smaller, ‘dedicated’ units operating under specific faculties, which
usually provide LSP classes to their respective faculties. In some universities, these
types coexist. Einhorn (2022b) has noted that within higher education, the declared
goal of learning foreign languages is learning LSPs, adding that this can be interpreted
in multiple ways by the stakeholders. She calls for further research to better understand
LSP teachers’ attitude towards LSP teaching and pedagogical modernisation.

In 2023, Veresné Valentinyi conducted a survey among Hungarian university
students on the effectiveness of LSP instruction. In her conclusion, she has noted
that, compared to her study conducted in 2011, the situation of LSP instruction has
remained unchanged for over two decades, facing the same problems as before. How-
ever, a recent regulatory change may be seen as the manifestation of the ‘strong central
will’ that Kurtan and Silye (2012) observed as lacking: in 2022, Act LIX of 2022,
amending Act CCIV of 2011 on National Higher Education, removed the previous
language exam requirement for obtaining a degree’ and instead mandates that HEIs
provide LSP instruction necessary for students to practice their qualifications in
their respective fields, along with proper assessment of these skills. The amendment
allows HEIs to set their own foreign language-related entry and exit requirements and
potentially prioritise other forms of language proficiency assessment, such as inter-
nal, institutional exams. However, it does not address the allocation of human or other
resources needed for implementation, leaving the responsibility to the HEIs to deter-
mine, at their discretion, who should undertake this task and how. Naturally, the ulti-
mate impact on LSP teachers and the trajectory of LSP in Hungary remains to be seen.

‘Invisible’ LSP Teachers in Hungary

LSP-related research in Hungary has predominantly focused on linguistic and didactic
aspects, curriculum and material design, and student needs, while neglecting the teachers
themselves. When research did address teachers, LSP teachers were examined only tan-
gentially and never as the primary focus. This oversight can be attributed to several factors.

% For the English site of the Association, see http://szokoe.hu/about-us?lang=en; its journal, Porta Lin-
gua serves as an important platform for publications in the field, see http://szokoe.hu/hirek/2020/07/03/
porta-lingua-online-journal?lang=en

7 From the mid- 1990 s, at least one intermediate-level language exam was required for university
degrees.
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First, the role of an LSP teacher as a distinct professional designation does not
exist in Hungary; it is not included in the Hungarian Standard Classification of
Occupations.® Educators who teach LSP (and/or LGP) at HEIs are employed as
either (language) teachers or as university instructors/members of academic staff,
the latter contingent upon their enrolment in or completion of PhD studies. Accord-
ing to Hungarian regulations, only those pursuing or holding a doctoral degree are
recognised as university instructors (from the rank of assistant lecturer upwards).
Their teaching load (depending on their academic title) is 40 to 60% of that of lan-
guage teachers. The teaching load for language teachers at HEIs is equivalent to that
of high-school language teachers, suggesting that decision-makers/institutions view
LSP teaching as equivalent to LGP teaching.

Second, since there is no official role for LSP teachers, there are no associated
formal® education opportunities in Hungary that provide LSP-specific qualifications
or certificates.

Third, there is no system for continuous professional development for LSP teach-
ers in Hungary. It is therefore particularly unfortunate that, as a result of the Euro-
pean Union’s decision, 21 Hungarian universities are no longer eligible to partici-
pate in Erasmus + programmes due to concerns over corruption (Council of the
European Union, 2022; Telex, 2023).

Fourth, LSP teachers are difficult to ‘identify’: they are employed across various
units of different organisations of HEISs, and there are no official data or a register for
these teachers. This lack of information hinders the accurate estimation of their pop-
ulation. Although official data exist on language teachers employed at HEIs, these
data do not distinguish between those who teach LGP or LSP, or both. Additionally,
there are those LSP teachers who are categorised as ‘university instructors’ due to
their academic degree. While there are official data on university instructors, the
specific number of those who teach LSP is unknown.

Methodology

The results of this research are based on an online survey conducted between February
and April 2024. The research invitation was sent to language teachers and university
instructors who were teaching or had previously taught LSP at HEIs'” in Hungary.
Participants consented to their data and responses being used for research purposes,
with assurances of anonymity and privacy. Participation was entirely voluntary.

The online questionnaire was distributed through the Hungarian Association of
Teachers and Researchers of Languages for Specific Purposes, requesting that they

8 https://www.ksh.hu/docs/osztalyozasok/feor/feor_rendelet_egyseges_szerk_eng.pdf

° In this study, we used Johnson’s and Majewska’s (2022) definition and descriptions of these terms to
categorise the formal, non-formal, and informal ways of learning.

10 15 Hungary, there are 41 universities (5 state-funded and 34 are ‘foundation universities’), as listed in
Annex 1 of Act CCIV on National Higher Education. For the analysis of the European University Asso-
ciation, see https://www.eua.eu/downloads/publications/2023%20eua%20autonomy%20scorecard_hunga
ry.pdf
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forward it to their members. We also contacted 19 foreign language centres and organi-
sational units of 17 Hungarian HEISs that offer language courses (LGP and LSP), request-
ing their cooperation in distributing the questionnaire to their colleagues teaching LSP.

The language of the questionnaire was Hungarian, and it was completed by 44
LSP teachers from 15 Hungarian HEIs.!! In the absence of official data on the total
population of LSP teachers in Hungary, we compared the HEIs in our sample with
other studies and available data to highlight that our respondents are affiliated with
key Hungarian HEIs in the field of LSP: (1) Einhorn (2022a, 2022b) in her sur-
vey, identified 17 organisational units belonging to 13 Hungarian HEIs,'” 11 of
which overlap with those in our study. (2) The Hungarian Association of Teach-
ers and Researchers of Languages for Specific Purposes has 105 members affiliated
with 19 Hungarian HEIs, 13 of which overlap with those in our sample. (3) Twenty
respondents are affiliated with the top five Hungarian universities based on the
HVG Diploma'? ranking. The significant overlap of HEIs suggests that our sample
includes representatives of Hungary’s most prominent and influential HEIs.

We developed a self-administered questionnaire comprising 10 demographic,
9 open-ended questions, and 22 closed-ended questions (Appendix). Respondents
could also add comments to further elaborate on their responses. The questionnaire
underwent a think-aloud protocol and piloting, leading to necessary revisions before
distribution. The demographic and professional background questions covered gen-
der, age, mother tongue, first foreign language (first L2), affiliation, teacher’s degree,
speciality-related qualification, and years of experience. Respondents were asked to
select their field(s) of speciality and the language(s) they teach, with options to indi-
cate multiple specialities and languages.

To address the first research question, three open-ended questions were used
to explore the professional background and educational pathways of the respond-
ents: (1) how they became LSP teachers, (2) what formal and not formal training
they received to fulfil their current role as LSP teachers, and (3) whether they
identify as LSP teachers and prioritise this role over others.

For the second research question concerning the challenges in LSP teach-
ing, a preliminary survey conducted in January 2024 involved 10 LSP teachers
who provided written descriptions of their work. These responses informed the
compilation of 11 statements regarding the challenges in LSP teaching, which
respondents rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1, strongly disagree, to 4,
strongly agree; the ‘I don’t know’ answers were excluded from the calculations
of means and standard deviations). This was complemented by an open-ended
question asking respondents to detail their main difficulties in teaching LSP.

I Three state-funded universities [out of 5]; 10 foundation-funded universities [out of 35]; and 2 foun-
dation-funded colleges [out of 22].

12 Einhorn has found that these organisations employed 337 teachers (219 language teachers and 118
university instructors holding or pursuing a PhD). However, Einhorn’s figures pertain to language teach-
ers at HEISs, not all of whom necessarily teach LSP.

13 The HVG Diploma Ranking is an annual evaluation of Hungarian HEIs published by HVG (HVG is a
prominent Hungarian economic and political weekly magazine, modelled after The Economist).
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Gender distribution Mother tongue Age group
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Fig. 1 Demographic characteristics of respondents (n= 44)

In the study, univariate and bivariate descriptive statistical analyses were per-
formed using IBM SPSS Statistics 28. In the case of the latter, we analysed pairs
of associated variables. To examine the relationship between variables, we applied
two tests: the Monte Carlo test and the Kruskal-Wallis test. For both tests, a sig-
nificance level of 0.05 was established. Despite the small number of participants, sta-
tistical analysis was conducted to identify patterns and relationships in the data that
might not be evident through descriptive statistics alone. The Monte Carlo test was
employed due to its suitability in cases where parametric tests are not applicable. By
simulating the distribution of the test statistic under the null hypothesis, this method
provides more reliable inferences, even with a limited dataset (Silva, 2015). Addition-
ally, the Kruskal-Wallis test was chosen as a non-parametric method for comparing
differences across three or more groups. This approach is particularly well-suited for
the ordinal nature of the data in this study, as it does not rely on assumptions of nor-
mality or equal variances (Ostertagova et al., 2014). Qualitative data were processed
using thematic data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Results
Demographic and Professional Data

To provide a comprehensive understanding of the sample, demographic characteris-
tics were collected and analysed. The gender distribution of the sample is presented
in Fig. 1. All but one respondent identified Hungarian as their mother tongue. The
majority of respondents fall within the age groups of 51 —60 and 41 —50.

To address our research questions in depth and explore the respondents’ educa-
tional pathways, data on the respondents’ professional background were collected
(Fig. 2). In the sample, almost everyone holds a teacher’s degree, most probably a
language teacher’s degree from the languages listed under first L2. Their first L2 is
English in the case of 29 respondents. Three-quarters of the teachers in the sample
lack any qualification in the respective field/speciality'* the language of which they

14 By qualification in the speciality, we mean degrees that can be obtained in the disciplines of the students
of LSP teachers, e.g. Agricultural Sciences, Business Management, Medicine, and Economics.
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Teacher's degree Specialty-related qualification Academic title
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Fig. 2 Professional characteristics of respondents (n = 44)

are teaching. The sample is evenly divided, comprising 22 university instructors
(16 with PhD degrees and 6 PhD candidates'®) and 22 language teachers without
PhD degrees. The average professional experience among the respondents exceeds
18 years.

Table 1 shows the specific professional fields and languages in which respond-
ents teach LSP. English emerged as the dominant language, with many teachers
of non-English LSPs also teaching ESP. The sample includes teachers of German,
Hungarian as a foreign language, Latin, Russian, and French for Specific Pur-
poses. Notably, in the sample, Hungarian as a foreign (specific) language and Latin
appear exclusively in the field of medicine/health sciences and veterinary medicine,
reflecting the large international student population in Hungary. For these students,
learning Hungarian and Latin for Specific Purposes is often mandatory within
their programmes. Respondents teaching Hungarian or Latin for Specific Purposes
also teach another LSP. Twenty-four respondents teach the specialised language of
health sciences, followed by the business and economics (17 respondents), reflect-
ing the popularity of these university programmes among Hungarian students.
Fourteen respondents indicated that they teach the specialised languages of multi-
ple, entirely distinct disciplines.

15 PhD candidates are employed as assistant lecturers; thus, they are categorised as university instructors
according to the relevant Act on National Higher Education.
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Educational Pathways of LSP teachers
Based on the analysis of the responses, the respondents’ (R) reasons for entering
their LSP career can be categorised into three groups (Fig. 3). The first category
comprises respondents who chose and decided to pursue teaching LSP out of per-
sonal interest and ambition:
R13: ‘I wanted to work at the university, so it was my own decision to apply.’
The second category includes those who were assigned or compelled to take on
LSP teaching roles due to institutional requirements. Most of them likely began their

careers as language teachers who happened to start teaching at HEIs:

R25: ‘Tinitially started my career as a language teacher at the predecessor institu-
tion. Over the years, I gradually had to learn how to teach LSP.’

This transition, which was due to the increasing demand for learning LSP in sev-
eral disciplines, is sometimes described by the respondents as an assignment:

R2: ‘[teaching LSP] was assigned to me as a task.’

Table 1 Fields of specialities and languages taught by respondents (n= 44; number of answers =112)

Languages taught for English German* Hungarian* Other

specific purposes (as a foreign (languages)

Fields of specialties language)**

Agricultural & Environmental Science 5 1(1) (1) French

Business Management 8 3(2) (1) French

Economics 12 4(2)

Tourism & Catering 7 3(2)

Legal Matters & Public Administration 1

Technical Engineering 4 2(1)

Medical & Health Sciences 20 3(2) 12(9) (1) Russian
(1) Latin

Language for Services

Business 9 2(2)

Other disciplines*** 8 2 1

* Numbers in brackets: number of respondents also teaching English for Specific Purposes.

** Hungarian as a Foreign Language (HFL) is taught to non-Hungarian (‘international’) students
enrolled in Hungarian universities. Teaching HFL can also be for specific purposes.

*#% Under ‘Other disciplines’, eight additional speciality fields were mentioned, taught in English. Two
of these are also taught in German and one in Hungarian (as indicated in brackets following the respec-
tive speciality areas): 1) Special Needs Education (GER); 2) Pedagogy and Arts (GER); 3) Veterinary
(HUN); 4) Biology; 5) Sport; 6) Andragogy; 7) Intercultural Communication, Rhetoric and Communi-
cation Theory; 8) Horticulture, Viticulture & Winemaking, Landscape engineering, Biotechnology, and
Food Science
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Due to life By conscious
circumstances _. decision
16 ‘ 13

By assignment
or obligation
15

Fig.3 Paths to becoming Languages for Specific Purposes teachers (n = 44)

Others who have embraced the change described it as ‘life has brought it s0’.!°

Several respondents mentioned that they had taken a liking to teaching LSP and had
furthered their education specifically because of it:

R26: ‘[transition] was compulsory, but I realised that I liked and could teach LSP
better than general language.’

Thus, the third category consists of respondents who indicated that their entry
into the profession happened ‘spontaneously’ as life circumstances led them to it.

Respondents also mentioned the needs of the market when they argued for the
necessity of LSP and some of them pointed out that knowledge of an LSP is a neces-
sary competence for students.

Table 2 shows that respondents pursued diverse educational pathways, includ-
ing formal, non-formal, and informal ways, to acquire the competencies needed
for teaching LSP. Four respondents reported that they had not received any for-
mal training to prepare them for their role as LSP teachers. Of the respondents,
17 included their university degrees,'” PhD studies, and other formal training
provided by institutions as key elements of their preparation towards becom-
ing an LSP teacher. Specific LSP (ESP) training was mentioned 6 times, with 5
instances occurring abroad. Non-formal education was the most frequently cited
form of learning (20 mentions), followed by conferences and study trips abroad.
Informal ways of learning, particularly self-teaching (19 mentions), were also
common, with several respondents (7 mentions) noting the help they received
from colleagues. Overall, non-formal and informal ways of learning considerably
outnumber formal educational pathways.

16 This exact Hungarian phrase was used by many of the respondents because in our question, inquiring
about their entry into the profession, we used it as an example.

17 1t should be noted, however, that in most cases, the university degree referred to is a teaching qualifi-
cation and not specifically related to LSP, as such specialised degrees are not available in Hungary.
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Table 2 Professional development for respondents (n= 44)

Ways of learning Number of Frequency Characteristic settings mentioned (number of mentions in
respondents of mentions brackets)

None 4 4 Did not receive any training (4)
Formal 17 25 University degree (6)
Other misc. trainings offered by formal institutions (6)
PhD studies (5)
Translator and interpreter training (3)
Other, miscellaneous (5)
Non-formal 25 37 Continuing education and organised training events (20)
Conferences and workshops (11)
Study trips (3)
Other, miscellaneous (3)
Informal 30 46 Self-teaching (19)
Learning from colleagues (7)
Learning by doing (4)
Learning from books and other sources (3)

Experience gained from working in the field of speciality
@)

Other, miscellaneous (11)

LSP Teachers’ Identity

In addition to exploring their entry into the profession and their professional devel-
opment, it is crucial to understand how these teachers teaching LSP perceive their
professional identity. We found that 19 respondents (10 language teachers, 3 PhD
candidates, 6 PhD holders) identified themselves as LSP teachers (Fig. 4), with 10
exclusively identifying with this role (LSP teacher — single-role). The remaining 9
respondents in this category (LSP teacher — multi-role) mentioned other identities/
roles as well.

Only one respondent with speciality-related qualification identified primar-
ily with that role. Three respondents noted that they are not LSP teachers per se
but rather teachers who happen to teach LSP. Those who identified as univer-
sity instructors all have PhD degrees. Every respondent who mentioned being a
researcher did so alongside other roles, with 3 PhD holders stating that research is
secondary to teaching.

R7: ‘[how I define my identity as a teacher] depends on the context, but I usu-
ally make it clear that I teach a Language for Specific Purposes rather than gen-
eral language. I consider myself more of a university instructor than a researcher,
although I do have to engage in academic work as well.’

R15: ‘I prioritise my identity as an LSP teacher; I do not enjoy research as much
— I prefer teaching.’
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Fig.4 Self-reported professional identity of respondents (n= 44)

Main Challenges and Difficulties of LSP Teachers

The results related to the second research question, “What are the main challenges
and difficulties of LSP teachers?’, highlight several critical issues. Due to the
exploratory nature of the research, both open-ended questions and closed-ended
questions were used to examine the challenges and difficulties faced by respond-
ents. This approach allowed for identifying and analysing factors not previously
highlighted in the literature or the preliminary survey. The qualitative analysis
yielded 43 responses, which are summarised in Table 3.

The responses to the Likert-scale questions, along with their means and standard
deviations, are presented in Fig. 5 and Table 4, respectively. The Likert scale used
was a 5-point scale, and ‘I don’t know’ responses were excluded from the analysis.

Problems Related to the Specificity of the Job

The thematic analysis (Table 3) revealed several key areas of concern among
respondents. The most frequently mentioned issues pertain to the specificity of the
job, with 18 respondents highlighting 26 instances of such problems. By specific-
ity, we refer to the involvement of the specialised fields or subject areas, which
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Table 3 Respondents’ perceptions of challenges (n= 43)

Identified themes Number Frequency
of respondents  of mentions

1. Problems related to the specificity of the job 18 26
2. Problems related to diversity* and the subsequent need for differentiation 14 17
3. Problems related to student motivation and classroom management 14 16
4. Problems related to the lack of institutional** support 13 18

*By diversity, we mean the variety of languages that LSP teachers are required to teach, the different
levels of language proficiency among their students, the range of specialities they need to become knowl-
edgeable in, and the diverse backgrounds of students, including various factors such as cultural, educa-
tional, and professional differences

**By institution, we mean not only the HEI in question but also the legal framework, regulatory back-
ground, and decision-makers’ willingness to take action
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Q.1 Sometimes students know the content of speciality better than I do. | 17 20

Q.2 It frustrates me when I experience that students know the content of

o
speciality better than I do. 2 3 Z
Q.3 Curriculum development and/or study material development is also | 16 2 5
my responsibility. - 2
Q.4 Learning about the subject area and keeping my knowledge up to
d ) o 1 11 28 3
ate requires constant self-teaching on my part.
Q.5 I'have few formal opportunities to acquire knowledge in the given = m 17 4
speciality.
Q.6 I have limited opportunities for further training in the speciality. 6 14 11 6
Q.7 I have limited opportunities for further training in the foreign
language I teach. -
Q.8 I feel that our institution does not really support students' language 19 9 5 7
learning. -
Q.91 feel that low level of language proficiency of students is an 3 9 G 8
obstacle to effective language teaching.
Q.10 I do not have the opportunity to cooperate with other teachers who 9 10 7 7
are teaching content subjects.
Q.11 I need more time to prepare for my LSP classes. 5 15 7 8

m Strongly disagree W Disagree M Agree M Strongly agree W Don't know

Fig.5 Respondents’ views on challenges (n= 44)

necessitates that LSP teachers acquire extensive discipline-related knowledge, typi-
cally through self-teaching (8 mentions).

R12: ‘[the greatest challenge is] that it is necessary to acquire content knowledge
on my own.’

Continuous self-directed learning and the independent acquisition of discipli-

nary knowledge require ongoing preparation (5 mentions), which takes a lot of
time. This time demand was mentioned by several respondents (6 mentions).
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Table 4 Means and standard deviations for LSP Teacher Questionnaire items on challenges

Q.1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q.5 Q.6 Q.7 Q.8 Q.9 Q.10 Q.11

Mean* 3.30 149 354 361 300 279 205 1.84 236 241 2.67
Standard 0.77 077 0.64 0.67 1.06 1.04 094 0.99 1.02 1.07 0.96
Devia-
tion*

*The ‘I don’t know’ responses are excluded from the calculation of means and standard deviations in the
table

R44: ‘Despite dedicating a significant amount of energy to class preparation and self-
teaching, I often feel there is not enough time to prepare for each class adequately.’

An important consequence of their role is the shortage of teaching materials (2
mentions), necessitating continual efforts to prepare and update these resources (3
mentions).

R19: “The most challenging aspect is developing teaching materials that are tai-
lored to market demands. It is difficult to identify what is needed exactly. It is
challenging to establish connections with experts, and it is hard to select docu-
ments and topics that can be used to create the teaching materials. We have to
“dig deep” into the profession; and we should be able to see how the language
will ultimately be used.’

The results of the quantitative analysis corroborated the findings of the qualitative
investigation in several areas. We found that the majority (37) of the respondents
acknowledged that students sometimes know the content better than the LSP teach-
ers themselves (Q.1). Among respondents with speciality-related qualifications, 70%
(7) admit that students sometimes know the speciality better than the LSP teachers
themselves (Q.1) (MCT =5.508, p= 0.021). This opinion was even more prevalent
among those without a qualification in the field of speciality, at 90.9% (30).

Separately, 33 respondents disagreed with the statement that they were frus-
trated by students’ superior content knowledge (Q.2). Among these, 26 respondents
acknowledged that students sometimes know the content better but were not frus-
trated by this. Nineteen respondents who were unfrustrated also reported having few
formal opportunities to acquire content knowledge, while 11 believed such formal
opportunities were available. Additionally, 16 respondents, who were not frustrated
felt their opportunities for speciality-related further training were limited, whereas 12
did not share this view. When examining the impact of respondents’ first L2, notable
differences emerge (MCT =4.507, p= 0.040) in relation to Q.2: all respondents (14)
whose first L2 is not English appear unfrustrated by the fact that students sometimes
know the speciality better. In parallel, 82.6% (19) of those whose first L2 is Eng-
lish report feeling unfrustrated, implying that 17.4% (4) of respondents with Eng-
lish as their first L2 do feel frustrated. The feelings of frustration (Q.2) also correlate
with varying levels of teaching experience (MCT =23.101, p= 0.002). Among nov-
ice teachers with 1 — 5 years of experience, 33.3% (1) admit feeling frustrated due
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to students’ superior knowledge of the content. This issue is notably less prevalent
among more experienced teachers, with none in the 6 — 10 years of experience group,
7.7% (1) in the 11 —20 years of experience group, 18.2% (2) in the 20 —30 years of
experience group, and none in the over 30 years of experience group.

The specificity of the job requires LSP teachers to take responsibility for both cur-
riculum and teaching material development, with the majority (40) confirming this
(Q.3), and most (39) emphasising the need for continuous self-teaching (Q.4). Many
(22) highlighted the lack of preparation time (Q.11), while a considerable number
noted limited formal opportunities for acquiring speciality-related knowledge (28,
Q.5), and limited opportunities for speciality-related further training (continuing edu-
cation) (25, Q.6). Discrepancies were observed regarding formal education opportu-
nities in the field of the speciality (Q.5) with 88.5% of English-first L2 respondents
(23) agreeing that these opportunities are few, compared to 35.7% of non-English-
first L2 respondents (5) (MCT =7.890, p= 0.005). Similar patterns were noted for
continuing education opportunities in the field of the speciality (Q.6), with 80.8%
of English-first L2 respondents (21) and 33.3% of non-English first L2 respondents
(4) agreeing (MCT =8.026, p= 0.004). Additionally, 79.3% of respondents without
a speciality-related qualification (23) agreed about limited further training opportu-
nities in the speciality (Q.6), compared to 45.5% of those with a speciality-related
qualifications (5). Co-occurrence analysis of Q.5 and Q.6 revealed that 24 respond-
ents perceived a lack of both formal education and further training opportunities in
the speciality, while 29 felt language-related further training opportunities (Q.7) were
adequate. Further analysis of the co-occurrences of Q.5, Q.6, and Q.7 (i.e., the oppor-
tunities in the field of speciality, including formal education and further training, and
in the field of language) reveals that 9 respondents found opportunities in all fields
(speciality and language) adequate. In comparison, another 9 respondents perceived
restrictions across all fields. Thirteen respondents indicated limited opportunities in
the field of the speciality, in terms of both speciality-related formal education and
speciality-related further training, but they believed there are sufficient language
training opportunities. Only one respondent held the opposite view, indicating a lack
of language training opportunities; and two respondents noted that only speciality-
related formal education opportunities are missing.

Problems Related to Diversity and the Subsequent Need for Differentiation
Problems stemming from diversity, which includes language variety, differing stu-
dent proficiency levels, and varied student backgrounds, were noted by 14 respond-

ents, with 17 mentions.

R36: ‘It is very challenging to adapt to the diverse characteristics and language
levels of a heterogeneous student group.’

Within this theme, respondents (6) highlighted the challenge of differentiating
instruction to meet diverse student needs.
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R26: ‘Differentiation requires a tremendous amount of preparation and organisa-
tion for each class.’

One respondent noted the difficulty in conveying specialised content to students
with low language proficiency, especially when these students possess advanced
professional knowledge. Conversely, another respondent found it challenging to pro-
vide new information to students who already have high levels of both language pro-
ficiency and professional knowledge. Additionally, some respondents (3) mentioned
the difficulty in balancing language instruction with teaching disciplinary content.

Responses to the closed-ended question on whether students’ low language pro-
ficiency level hinders LSP teaching (Q.9) were divided. PhD candidates unani-
mously disagreed that students’ low level of language proficiency impedes effective
LSP teaching (KWT =8.065, p= 0.018), a view shared by 50% (6) of respondents
with academic titles and 52.6% (10) without academic titles. Conversely, 75% (6) of
respondents with speciality-related qualification agreed that students’ low level of
language proficiency hinders effective LSP teaching, compared to only 32.1% (9) of
those without such qualification (MCT =5.786, p= 0.014).

Problems Related to Student Motivation and Classroom Management

Student motivation and classroom management were identified as challenges by
14 respondents, with 16 mentions. Among the student-related issues, the most fre-
quently mentioned problem was maintaining student motivation and interest and
sustaining their engagement (11 mentions).

R25: “The most difficult part is sparking the interest of demotivated students.’
R36: ‘Creating a learning environment where students feel confident to speak
up is a real challenge. My students are often shy and afraid of making mistakes,
which makes it difficult for them to participate in speaking activities.’

The difficulties and challenges related to students are naturally closely linked to
students’ workload (1 mention) and time constraints (1 mention).

Problems Related to the Lack of Institutional Support

Thirteen respondents cited 18 instances of issues related to the lack of institutional
support, encompassing both the higher education institution and the broader regula-
tory framework. Mentions under the fourth theme are associated with the marginal
nature of the subject (LSP as such) and the lack of institutional and decision-maker
support.

R4: “We constantly have to prove that learning LSP [for students] is an integral

part of professional advancement; without it, there is no European-level profes-
sionalism.’
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Respondents also highlighted the lack of recognition (2 mentions).

R44: ‘T don’t feel that my work is appreciated; I feel somewhat invisible within
the system.’

Others complain about the marginal nature of the subject (when the institution
does not allocate credits for LSP classes) (1 mention), and the low prestige of LSP
teaching (3 mentions).

R42: ‘The heads of our faculty make it clear in many ways that language teaching
is not a priority, [...] so we have to work against significant headwinds.’

These issues are often compounded by large class sizes and the heavy workload
of LSP teachers. Nevertheless, 26 respondents felt that their institutions support stu-
dents’ LSP learning (Q.8).

Discussion

The findings of this study provide an understanding of the demographic and profes-
sional characteristics, and identity of LSP teachers in Hungary and the challenges
they face. The results underscore several critical issues that have significant implica-
tions for policy and practice in teaching LSP at HEIs. Our findings resonate with
those reported in international studies (Anesa, 2024; Chateaureynaud & John, 2023;
Jurkovi€ et al., 2024; Kic-Drgas & Jurkovi¢, 2024), highlighting similar critical
issues and problem areas.

Educational Pathways and Professional Identity

Our study investigated the educational pathways of LSP teachers by surveying their
entry into the profession, examining their self-reported ways of learning to explore
their professional development and inquiring about their professional identity.

Entry into the Profession

The majority of LSP teachers in Hungary possess a pedagogical qualification, often
due to their (language) teacher’s degree. Many began their career as language teach-
ers and later transitioned into LSP teaching, which aligns with findings from Bocane-
gra-Valle and Basturkmen (2019) that indicate a similar trend across Europe regard-
ing the transition from general language teaching to LSP teaching (Jurkovi¢, 2024).
The transition of the respondent LSP teachers occurred through one of three path-
ways: (1) by personal decision, (2) by institutional assignment, or (3) due to life cir-
cumstances. In fact, the third group comprises those who were also assigned with the
task, but they managed to internalise the change; consequently, they described their
entry as ‘life has brought it so’.
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Educational Pathway and Professional Development

Relatively few respondents possess qualifications directly related to the discipline
the specialised language of which they teach; moreover, some of them teach the
LSP of more than one discipline. It has also been confirmed that LSP teachers have
limited formal opportunities to acquire content knowledge (Bocanegra-Valle, 2023;
Bocanegra-Valle & Basturkmen, 2019; Jurkovic¢ et al., 2024). By formal opportu-
nities, we mean postgraduate specialist training programmes or shorter-term pro-
grammes that offer micro-credentials'® designed specifically to prepare individuals
for the role of an LSP teacher. In Hungary, there are no such training opportunities
available for LSP teachers. The responses also indicate that non-formal and informal
ways of learning play the most significant role in the pathway to becoming an LSP
teacher after obtaining their degree, which, in most cases, is a language teaching
qualification. Non-formal avenues like conferences and study trips are considered
crucial for professional development by the respondents; it was also revealed that
they have limited access to these resources. Fortunately, the opportunities for lan-
guage-related further training are more favourable. Self-teaching emerged not only
as the most frequently mentioned (informal) way of professional development but
also as a significant challenge and difficulty. This is consistent with Anesa (2024),
who notes that self-directed online training can enhance LSP teachers’ professional
identity and skill acquisition. The need for self-teaching is unlikely to diminish for
two reasons: (a) There is an increasing demand for teaching LSP, especially ESP.
Thus, it is anticipated that language teachers will continue to be the ones adapt-
ing and learning the specificities of the subject areas rather than professionals from
these fields transitioning to language teaching in significant numbers. (b) The spe-
cific characteristics of the specific fields, such as business, agricultural sciences, or
medicine, can only be thoroughly learned and understood at the local level, in close
proximity of the subject area. This is evident from the frequent mention of ‘learning
from colleagues’ and ‘learning by doing’ as informal ways of professional develop-
ment. In our view, implementing local mentorship programmes would effectively
meet these needs. This would align fully with the implementation of the third stage
of the three-stage model proposed by Jurkovi€ et al. (2024), while online courses,
such as the one developed through European initiatives, could fulfil the requirements
of the second stage and serve as a valuable introduction to LSP.

Professional Identity

It is essential to emphasise the importance of formal training because, for any field to
be recognised as a profession, the formal education of specialists working in that area is
indispensable. Formal acknowledgement of the knowledge and expertise of LSP teach-
ers would be a crucial step in the formation of their professional identity. Professional
identity can be defined as an individual’s self-concept as a professional, shaped by their

18 Micro-credentials could also help make their competencies more visible and recognised, potentially
contributing toward credit in a degree-awarding program.
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attributes, beliefs, values, motives, and experiences within a specific context. This iden-
tity is not static; it evolves through ongoing negotiation between personal experiences
and external influences, reflecting a dynamic interplay between individual and collective
identities within a professional community (McCall et al., 2021; Porter & Wilton, 2020).
Research indicates that professional identity construction involves recognizing oneself as
part of a profession and aligning personal values with professional roles, which is essen-
tial for job satisfaction and effective practice (Hen & Gilan-Shochat, 2022).

The fact that 19 respondents identified themselves as LSP teachers indicates a
sense of professional cohesion and commitment to the profession. This is a positive
foundation for further development; however, significant challenges remain, particu-
larly due to the lack of formal qualifications for this role. Currently, their present job
description categorises them as language teachers unless they hold a PhD. In the
existing system, professional advancement is largely limited to obtaining a PhD and
transitioning into academia. This raises the question of whether we can truly speak of
a professional identity in a field that lacks official recognition and remains in the pro-
cess of formation. Further investigation, particularly through qualitative methods like
interviews, is needed to address this issue.

Challenges and Difficulties

In addressing the second research question, after analysing the responses to the Likert-
scale statements on challenges and difficulties and the open-ended question inquiring
about the same, four crucial areas emerged, which can be broken down to two main
areas.

Problems Related to Specificity, Diversity, and Student Motivation

The challenges of LSP teaching, including specificity, diversity, and student-related
issues, are interconnected. Diversity presents multifaceted challenges for LSP teachers,
as some are required to teach across multiple disciplines, while others face difficulties
arising from varying language proficiency levels and the diverse needs of their students.
This complexity is echoed in Bocanegra-Valle (2024), who highlights the difficulties
LSP teachers face in adapting their teaching to meet the varied needs of students.

The respondents frequently cited the need for extensive background knowledge and
the necessity of acquiring the knowledge of the specific field, with some admitting that
students occasionally know more about the content. Surprisingly, this does not seem
to cause frustration, particularly among those whose first L2 is not English. This sug-
gests that (1) they are finding ways to cope (e.g. with critical incidents); (2) their self-
directed learning is effective; and (3) their role as a teacher has shifted towards that
of a mentor or facilitator. Alternatively, if frustration does exist, it stems more from
teachers” own knowledge gaps than from students’ superior content knowledge (as the
question suggested). This is an area that warrants further investigation.

Due to the specificity of the field, LSP teachers face constantly changing and mul-
tifaceted demands, leading to a lack of standardised and well-tested curricula and
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teaching materials. As a result, the responsibility for developing these resources falls
heavily on LSP teachers, which has been mentioned and highlighted on multiple
occasions in the answers. Therefore, the competencies required for this task should
be integrated into both pre-service education and ongoing professional development
programmes. International and national collaborations and sharing best practices,
resources, and actual teaching materials would be highly beneficial.

Self-teaching was frequently mentioned as an important informal way of profes-
sional development and also as a form of acquiring content knowledge. While this
aspect of the job is unlikely to change, the proposed mentorship programme, com-
bined with national and international collaborations, could potentially alleviate some
of the associated challenges. Self-teaching and self-directed learning, closely related
to intrinsic motivation, represent another avenue for future research.

A shared characteristic of specificity-related issues is the significant time
investment required, which is not currently recognised by the HEIs under the
existing legal framework. Such recognition is unlikely to occur until LSP teach-
ing is officially acknowledged as distinct from general language teaching. LSP
teachers at HEIs typically handle 20 —22 contact hours per week, comparable
to secondary school language teachers teaching LGP. Introducing a multiplier
on LSP contact hours, for instance, would ensure that sufficient time is allocated
for preparation and curriculum design, especially, where the LSPs of several
disciplines have to be taught. Adequate preparation time is essential for LSP
teachers to stay updated not only in the foreign language they teach but also in
the specialised, discipline-specific language and advancements within the field,
including scientific and technological innovations. Additionally, the continual
development of digital competencies and the ‘intelligent’ integration of artifi-
cial intelligence into training and teaching further amplify the need for extensive
expertise. Due to the complexity and breadth of the tasks they are required to
perform and the knowledge they must acquire, LSP teachers face an exception-
ally demanding workload, with the process of acquiring and maintaining such
multifaceted expertise being notably time-intensive.

Analysing the impact of students’ low language proficiency revealed that Likert-scale
responses alone were insufficient because opinions were divided on whether it hinders
effective LSP learning. Free answers revealed that low language proficiency can indeed
pose challenges, particularly when (1) complex, speciality-related content needs to be
taught to students with limited language skills, or (2) conditions are not ideal, such as
large class size, heterogenous group in terms of language proficiency or content expertise.

Several respondents mentioned that motivating and engaging students pre-
sents a significant challenge. According to Wette (2018), students’ attention can
be captured by teaching authentic and useful knowledge that prepares them for
their profession. However, this brings us back to the need for LSP teachers to
acquire extensive background knowledge, the conditions under which this can
be achieved, and the importance of sharing best practices. To address these chal-
lenges effectively, there is a critical need for information exchange between con-
tent professionals (Woodrow, 2017) and LSP teachers and among LSP teachers
themselves.

@ Springer



910 English Teaching & Learning (2025) 49:889-915

Lack of Institutional Support

The institution’s approach to LSP teaching and learning is reflected in student behav-
iour, which, in turn, significantly influences their attitude and motivation. Encourag-
ingly, 26 respondents perceive institutional support for effective LSP learning, indi-
cating that some institutions address these needs adequately. Notably, at a HEI with
the second-highest number of respondents, participants unanimously view the HEI’s
approach to learning LSPs as supportive, in contrast to more divided opinions from
other HEIs. It is an intriguing phenomenon that, while the importance of LSPs is
widely acknowledged, and there is a growing recognition of LSPs at HEIs, some LSP
teachers still feel marginalised.

The frequent mention of insufficient institutional support underscores the
importance of addressing this issue. It is imperative that institutions recognise
the unique challenges faced by LSP teachers (Kic-Drgas & Jurkovi¢, 2024) and
provide support through mechanisms such as reduced teaching loads and dedi-
cated time for self-training and curriculum development. Facilitating collabora-
tion between content teachers, subject specialists, and LSP educators, as well as
improving access to training, is essential for improving LSP teaching quality.

Conclusion

This study provides valuable insights into the professional pathways, identity, and
challenges of LSP teachers in Hungary, shedding light on critical issues for policy
and practice. Our findings confirm several challenges highlighted in the international
literature, while also offering unique perspectives specific to the Hungarian context.
The findings underscore the need for targeted system-level and institutional meas-
ures, including reduced teaching loads, enhanced professional development oppor-
tunities, and recognition of LSP teaching as a distinct field requiring specialised
expertise. These efforts not only enhance the overall quality of education but also
increase job satisfaction and retention, advancing both the profession and the quality
of instruction.

A limitation of this study is the seemingly low number of participants.
However, given the estimated population of LSP teachers in Hungary (300
—350), the participation rate is considered acceptable. The exploratory nature
of the research has raised several questions that warrant further examination
through qualitative methods, such as interviews. Despite these limitations, we
are confident that this study serves as a step toward fostering dialogue among
stakeholders.
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