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INTRODUCING A GROUP ASSIGNMENT IN THE ENGLISH FOR SPECIFIC
PURPOSES COURSE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF FORESTRY, SOFIA,

BULGARIA
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At the University of Forestry, Sofia the course in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) involves a course assign-
ment whereby translating specialized texts, the objective is developing translation skills and acquiring subject-related
terminology. During the years this assignment has been modified to better address the changing learning environment.
At present the assignment is a group task completed as a team effort, and its assessment is based on both the
individual student’s work and the traditional methods of examination in order to account for the complexity of student
performance in a university course. A technological innovation for this course is that the assignment is conducted
using the file sharing application Google Docs.
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In Bulgaria nowadays it has become a clich^
that graduates should be competent in two areas:
languages and computers. Of course, it can be justi-
fiably argued that there is much more besides that,
and language and computer skills are simply an indis-
pensable adjunct for success at the labour market.
The group course assignment which is currently con-
ducted as part of the course in English for Specific
Purposes at the University of Forestry in Sofia, Bul-
garia aims to master the learners’ language skills, in
particular the translation skills and terminology ac-
quisition, while using modern information technology
applications and providing teamwork experience. It
is believed that for the students such an assignment
based on the principles of clarity of requirements,
freedom of choice and practical worth will be an ef-
ficient learning tool.

Assignment Description
Traditionally, the students at the University of

Forestry, Sofia are assigned a foreign language course
task which requires them to read and be able to trans-
late 15 pages of preselected specialized texts. The
students are graded on the basis of translation accu-
racy of selected paragraphs which they translate
during the exam. Part of the grade also involves test-
ing the level of acquisition of the specialized termi-
nology contained in these texts. Thus the students
need to demonstrate:

- understanding of the syntax and grammar of
the foreign language, and

- knowledge of vocabulary and, in particular,
specialized vocabulary.

In the course of the years the assignment has
undergone modifications, though, in essence, the tar-
geted benefits for the language learning have re-
mained the same. These modifications and the ratio-

nale behind them will be outlined below.

Modifications of the Text Selection Stage
This is the first stage of the assignment: the

selection of the text or texts to be translated, and it
has changed dramatically in the course of the years.
About 20 years ago all the students would translate
the same collection of texts preselected by the
teacher. As the access to English specialized texts
has become easier, especially through the Internet
nowadays, the students have started selecting their
own texts. The text selection itself is part of the
learning process: it gives the opportunity to make
choices and later evaluate the consequences of these.
Therefore, it is very important that the students se-
lect the texts themselves. To do this they are given
the following broad requirements:

1. The texts should be in the scientific field of
the degree course the students are pursuing.

2. The texts should be written by native speak-
ers of English; if they are downloaded from the
Internet, and the author/authors are unknown, there
should be little doubt that they are written by native
speakers.

Obviously, observing these requirements, the
students use various sources for their texts. Thus,
before the introduction of the group assignment, this
variability of sources of students’ individual texts led
to significant differences in the degree of text diffi-
culty. As a result the students’ grades, to a great
extent, were predetermined by the difficulty of the
texts selected. The boundaries for comparison of
learners’ translation skills were too blurred, and this
required taking action. In the group course assign-
ment each student is responsible for selecting a short
text, and the short texts of all students in a group
make up the collection of texts for the assignment.
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Therefore, in practice, the students work on a com-
mon collection of texts they have compiled them-
selves.

It is important to note the language instructor’s
role in the process of text selection. The instructor
monitors closely the selection of the short individual
texts, which means that the students submit these
texts for approval. After the instructor verifies the
length, subject relevancy and text source, the stu-
dents add their texts to the common collection for
the group course assignment.

Modifications of Assignment Organization and
Assessment

In the late 1990s the practice at the University
of Forestry was all students to submit a written trans-
lation of the 15 pages of specialized texts they had
selected. However, the submission of a written trans-
lation was put into question, and in the period prior
to the introduction of the group assignment this prac-
tice was already rejected for at least two reasons.
On the one side the authorship of the translations
was questionable in many cases: the students often
used the services of translation agencies to prepare
their course assignments. On the other side a writ-
ten translation of 15 pages seemed impractical as
the students’ translations were not graded or re-
viewed by the language instructor. The students were
in a position when they invested a lot of time and
efforts into doing something for which they never
received credit. To be evaluated, the students were
usually required to orally translate 2-3 paragraphs
from the text at the exam, and they were also asked
to translate several words out of context. The exam
results showed that the students had difficulties
translating the selected specialized texts, and their
translations did not demonstrate good knowledge of
the specialized vocabulary. Considering the above
deficiencies and especially the low quality of the
translations, at that time I believed that the practice
of having a course assignment should be discontin-
ued altogether, as it did not seem to stimulate learn-
ing, but it only encouraged sloppy work and cheat-
ing. However, being part of the syllabus and, in a
way, the “product” of the four semesters of train-
ing, the course assignment had to be modified to make
sense for both the learner and the language instruc-
tor. The subsequent modifications will be discussed
below.

It is the quality of the translations which is of
utmost importance in this course assignment. The
presumption is that if the students carefully read and
diligently study the vocabulary of their texts, and
provided they have a good knowledge of the English
grammar, they should be able to achieve the target

level of their translations. The first modification made
in the early 2000s was that the students were no
longer required to submit a written translation; they
had to focus their efforts on preparing a vocabulary
list containing all terms/words they did not under-
stand from their texts. Secondly, the exam format
was changed: the students were required to trans-
late in writing 2-3 paragraphs selected by the teacher
using the vocabulary list they had previously prepared
in the process of translation. When one translates
there are always dictionaries at hand, so being able
to use the vocabulary list seems only natural. More-
over, careful preparation of this vocabulary list so as
it gives the specific meaning of the unknown words
as used in the context will mean successful transla-
tion. On the whole, following these modifications,
the assignment became more meaningful with an
emphasis on preparation and good usage of dictio-
nary, but the time allocated for independent study
did not appear to be planned efficiently. This area
was the next to be addressed.

Despite the changes in the assignment organi-
zation and assessment the quality of the translations
remained unsatisfactory. Even very good students
had mediocre translations with multiple mistakes.
Although one should never expect to have a transla-
tion 100% free of mistakes, a factor in the process
seemed to be the length of time for assignment prepa-
ration. The English language training at the Univer-
sity of Forestry extends for 4 semesters, but the stu-
dents did not use to start work on the course assign-
ment until the 4th semester, and preparing a good
translation of 15 pages of sometimes complicated
specialized texts, along with the rest of the assign-
ments and projects, was an impossible task. The work
on the group course assignment introduced in 2006
starts in the 2nd semester and continues into the 4th

semester - the idea is that there will be enough time
for the students to carefully work through the texts
and study the vocabulary. The first four groups of
students working on group assignments will complete
them in June 2008, and the results of these will be
published in due course. For the time being the most
problematic areas are deadline compliance, insuffi-
cient level of computer skills and frustration because
of inconformity of file formats. These, however, are
issues which, though indirectly, are learning targets
as well, and the language instructor should be pre-
pared to have them as work-in-progress with any group
of students. The instructor’s role along with the de-
scription of the group assignment stages will be dis-
cusses in the next paragraphs.

The Group Course Assignment: Stages,
Instructor’s Role and Assessment

The underlying principles of the group assign-
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ment can be summarized as follows:
1. The students use the same collection of texts

for the assignment;
2. Each student selects a specialized text of

predetermined length for the joint project;
3. Each student is responsible for compiling the

vocabulary list of unknown words in the text they
have selected;

4. The students use the Google Docs applica-
tion for file sharing and for work on each other’s
texts.

5. At the exam students translate 2-3 para-
graphs of the text in writing with the help of the
common vocabulary list of all texts.

6. Students sit a vocabulary test on terms/
words from the selected texts.

It is believed that the group course assignment
can be a valuable language learning and teaching tool.
It diminishes the volume of technical work accompa-
nying the assignment, and allows the learners to in-

vest more time into studying the vocabulary itself.
Of course, there is always the possibility that a team
member may not have the required level of language
skills, and the compiled vocabulary list may not have
the desired quality. Is this ability level not an issue of
any teamwork? The language instructor role will be
vital in this respect. They should not provide the an-
swers to the problems: for example answer all the
questions about the terms students cannot easily find
in the dictionaries, or correct all words which are
wrongly translated in the vocabulary lists. The lan-
guage instructor should rather ensure that there is a
learning environment in which these answers are
achieved by the team – for example a particular mis-
take/problem area may be pointed out, and recom-
mendations may be given, but it is the students who
should work out the solution (in the ideal situation).
Table 1 shows the stages of the group course as-
signment and the instructor’s role in each stage.

Table 1. The stages and the instructor’s role in the group course assignment

Stage Semester Instructor’s Role 

I. Text selection 2nd

semester 

- setting the requirements for text selection; 
- verifying the text length, subject relevancy and text 

source. 

II. Individual vocabulary list preparation 2nd

semester 

- setting the requirements for vocabulary list format; 
- explaining the rules for vocabulary list preparation; 
- verifying the accuracy of individual lists. 

III. Teamwork on texts and vocabulary lists 3rd

semester - ensuring a stimulating work environment. 

IV. Vocabulary acquisition 3rd/4th

semester - ensuring a stimulating work environment. 

V. Assessment 
- translation of 2-3 paragraphs in writing 
- vocabulary test 

end of 4th

semester 
- setting the assessment criteria; 
- conducting the assessment. 

The text selection stage has already been dis-
cussed in an earlier part of this paper. As it has been
mentioned there are very broad requirements for text
selection. One other requirement is the length of in-
dividual texts which I have set in the range 3,000-
3,500 characters with spaces. It is recommended
that the students are specified a range, because when
they were instructed to select texts with no less than
3,000 characters with spaces several of them se-
lected texts twice this length. The practice has also
shown that it is a good idea to prepare a list of
websites for the students to use. This list, in my case,
includes the websites of forestry agencies in Britain
and the USA, and also of forestry universities in these
countries. I have also opposed the practice of select-
ing texts from public online encyclopedias (such as
Wikipedia) because the authorship of the entries there
is unknown. The idea is that the students should be

exposed to English texts of the best quality, though
it can be argued that assessment/editing skills may
be developed if texts of a lower quality are used.

With regard to the stage of individual vocabu-
lary list preparation the students are given instruc-
tions about the format and the rules for this prepara-
tion. Figure 1 shows the actual EXCEL file format
that has been sent to a group of part-time forestry
students. The rules for vocabulary list preparation
include entering each word in its basic form in the
vocabulary list, and focusing on the meaning of the
word as it is used in the context. Also, the students
must make a comprehensive list of all unknown words
in their individual texts, which means that if a stu-
dent says that they do not have unknown words in
the text, the teacher may find their work unsatisfac-
tory depending on the nature of the text. At the end
of this stage the language instructor also reviews
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the work, and makes comments on the accuracy of
lists prepared. As discussed earlier the language in-
structors should not correct the mistakes, but they
should point them out, advise on solutions to the prob-

lems, and verify the solved problems. All comments
are written on the respective files, and can be seen
by all team members, which, as it is believed, will
stimulate learning.

Fig. 1 Vocabulary list format

Stage III covers the teamwork part of the as-
signment when the actual interaction between the
team members occurs. In this stage the students read
each other’s texts and vocabulary list, and identify
additional unknown words by highlighting them in red
in the texts. Then each student should add those words
to the group vocabulary list that have been highlighted
in their texts. So far this stage has shown that stu-
dents are unwilling to identify new unknown words
in the texts. They seem not to be fully aware of the
consequences, good and bad, of this stage of the
assignment. More efforts on the part of the instruc-
tor will be needed to ensure smooth completion of
stage III.

Stage IV presupposes individual work devoted
to learning the vocabulary. The language instructor
may provide assistance in the process by incorporat-
ing important vocabulary items in the lessons in class,
or organizing other activities that stimulate vocabu-
lary acquisition.

The last stage of the assignment is the assess-

ment stage involving an exam and two other assess-
ment categories. In my ESP course the two-part exam
is conducted in class during the semester sessions.
At the beginning of the semester the dates of the
translation and vocabulary exams are announced. The
translation exam is usually 90 min long, and the stu-
dents are required to write the translation of 2-3
paragraphs taken from the group collection of texts.
The vocabulary exam is 20-25 min long, and in it the
students are given a list of 65 words in English, Bul-
garian or their transcription, and they have to write,
respectively, the Bulgarian or English equivalent, or
both if the transcription is given. In addition, the stu-
dents are assessed for the various tasks’ completion
and deadlines’ compliance. Table 2 shows the as-
sessment categories and the maximum grades for
each category. It is worked out for the Bulgarian
assessment system, in which 6 is the maximum
grade. The final assignment grade is the average of
the grades obtained, category 3 and 4 being regarded
as one grade, and not two separate grades.

Table 2. Assessment categories

Assessment Category Max grade 

1. Translation (2-3 paragraphs) 6

2. Vocabulary (recognition of 65 vocabulary items) 6

3. Meeting the requirements and deadline for text selection 1 

4. Meeting the requirements and deadline for vocabulary list preparation 5 
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In conclusion, ESP teaching as any other type
of instruction aims to be motivational to the univer-
sity students, thus allowing the achievement of the
educational goals. An idea that is not yet investigated
is whether the assignment assessment should not
include one additional grade, a group grade, in the
calculation of the final grade. This, however, brings
the issue of assessing abilities, motivation and ef-
forts in and across groups. And, how about the worst
scenario in which someone decides to sabotage the
group assignment? Can that not be a real life situa-
tion, no matter how unfair? Any good educator will
know that in situations like this we would do all kinds
of twists of the rules, so that an acceptable level of

task completion is achieved. Therefore, as it can be
expected, the discussed group assignment is by no
means the end of the process of modifying, adjusting
and improving the strategies for learning and teach-
ing an ESP course.
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