
 

 

104  ISSN 2303-4858 
2.2 (2014): 104-115 

UDC 371.6:811.111=111 
Original scientific article 

 

Using authentic materials for students of 
tourism in Slovenia: 

English language acquisition for students of 
the Faculty of Tourism of the University of 

Maribor 

Jasna Potočnik Topler 
Faculty of Tourism of University of Maribor, 

Brežice, Slovenia 

Abstract 
 

The article examines the process of teaching English for specific purposes at the Faculty of Tourism of 
the University of Maribor, Slovenia using coursebooks and authentic supplementary materials. The 
survey has shown that the students of the Faculty of Tourism prefer supplementary authentic materials 
to coursebooks because they find them sufficiently interesting or challenging. Specially designed class-
room materials that are put into the Moodle by the teacher also offer opportunities for various activities 
in lesson planning for teaching, listening, speaking, reading and writing. Another important aspect of 
supplementary materials is that they facilitate the teacher’s creativity. However, there are advantages 
and disadvantages to using only coursebooks or only specially prepared classroom materials, and both 
- coursebooks and supplementary materials - should be used only after careful consideration. Although 
authentic materials may contain complex grammatical structures and difficult vocabulary, they bring 
real-life situations into classrooms, and students therefore find them very motivating, the survey has 
shown. 

Key words: coursebook; English for Specific Purposes; supplementary materials; authentic materials; 
cultural content. 

 

1. Introduction 

It seems that comparative studies on teaching English are gaining importance 
among researchers and teachers. The reason for that is probably that they help to 
understand different aspects of teaching and consequently creating, re-creating 
and improving English language curricula in different teaching programs at dif-
ferent faculties all over the world. The present study concentrates on teaching Eng-
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lish for tourism sector in Slovenia. Data were collected through anonymous survey 
questions (questionnaires) based on Balič (2009) and through interviews. The aim 
of the paper is to examine some aspects of using the coursebooks, their advantages 
and disadvantages in comparison to authentic and cultural materials. Further on 
the process of teaching English for specific purposes at the Faculty of Tourism of 
the University of Maribor is presented and also some results of the survey in 
which the students of the Faculty of Tourism learning English were asked to give 
their feedback on English lessons and evaluate coursebooks and materials in the 
Moodle (the University’s Virtual Learning Environment). 

2. Theoretical Background 

Being fluent in at least one foreign language is nowadays becoming a fact of life; 
and in the tourism sector, employees should be able to communicate not only in 
one, but in several foreign languages, and among them English of course holds the 
status of lingua franca. There is no question that English is the most widely taught, 
read, and spoken language that the world has ever known (Kachru and Nelson, 
2001: 9). Not to use English in professional environment and also in social interac-
tion seems almost impossible today – also in a small country called Slovenia. What 
is more, ‘foreign languages are becoming the intellectual tool for the development 
of intercultural competence, in the sense of declarative knowledge and communi-
cation skills’ (Balič, 2009: 1). 

In ESP – English for Specific Purposes – the purpose for learning the language 
is extremely important and it is directly connected to what the learners need to do 
in their jobs or future professional careers. Harding (2007: 6) points out two ele-
ments of ESP: the sense of purpose and the sense of vocation, and argues that in 
ESP ‘the practical application and use of language overrides other aspects of lan-
guage learning.’ Consequently, it has been argued that the ESP teacher has five 
major roles:  

1 Teacher or language consultant, 

2 Course designer and materials provider, 

3 Researcher – not just gathering material, but also understanding the nature of 
the material of the ESP specialism, 

4 Collaborator – working with subject teachers and subject teaching, 

5 Evaluator – constantly evaluating the materials and the course design, as well 
as setting assessment tests and achievement tests (Harding, 2007: 7). 

Since the goal of the Faculty of Tourism of the University of Maribor, Slovenia is to 
qualify the students for “real life”, curricula have to change accordingly. Conse-
quently, also the role of a teacher is changing. It is not enough to merely follow the 
curriculum. Instead, continuous improvement is needed. ‘Teachers should be able 
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to teach their learners how to develop, improve and use all the necessary skills 
required for successful linguistic communication’ (Balič, 2009: 1). 

2.1. How necessary is a coursebook?  

ESP teachers in Slovenia have many dilemmas. One of them is whether a course-
book is necessary. Penny Ur (2001: 183) argues that in some schools, teachers can-
not imagine work without coursebooks. In others, they may not be used at all be-
cause the teacher works according to a syllabus, or according to his or her own 
programme, using coursebooks and supplementary materials as the need arises. 
Ur also identifies a third situation or “compromise”, wherein a coursebook is used 
selectively, not necessarily in sequence, and is extensively supplemented by other 
materials. Chou (2010) warns that ‘the process of choosing the right coursebook for 
use in the classroom, especially at the college level, is a daunting task’ and ‘/…/ 
coursebooks should be chosen based on their educational values and whether or 
not they meet the programme objectives.’  

Ur (2001: 184-185) then proceeds to enumerate the pros and cons of coursebook 
use. She sees advantages in using a coursebook in a fact that a coursebook pro-
vides a clear framework (there is a sense of structure and progress), it serves as a 
syllabus, it provides texts and learning tasks which are usually suitable for most of 
the students of the class; it is usually the cheapest learning material and the most 
convenient package, which can provide useful guidance and support. 

On the other hand, Ur (ibid.) also enumerates the disadvantages of using the 
coursebook. According to her, no coursebook can fully meet all requirements. The 
topics of the coursebook may not be relevant or interesting for the students, and 
may also inhibit a teacher’s creativity, which may lead to lack of motivation on the 
part of the learners. Coursebooks do not usually cater to the range of levels of 
knowledge or ability that exists in most classes. Also, teachers sometimes find it 
too easy to function merely as mediators of coursebooks’ contents. 

Of course a coursebook should be approached critically, or, as Ur (187) points 
out, ‘we should be aware of its good and bad points in order to make the most of 
the first and compensate for or neutralize the second’. The majority of ESP teachers 
would probably agree that most language-teaching coursebooks need to be sup-
plemented at least to some extent, even if this only entails tailoring them to the 
needs of a particular student or class or extending a particular topic and offering 
richer options. For these reasons and the reasons listed above, it is probably easier 
for a teacher to use a coursebook. A set framework helps to manage the pro-
gramme and time. Additionally, students often prefer to have a coursebook, main-
ly because they would like to avoid being too teacher-dependent. It is important to 
admit that the use of coursebooks definitely has its share of benefits. But it should 
also be noted that outside reading and listening materials could enhance student 
motivation, especially if students find the reading and listening activities in the 
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coursebook uninteresting: ‘The students who are using these ESL course books are 
young adults and they should be gaining knowledge from their readings, not just 
coming to class to practice English‘ (Chou, 2010). 

Coursebooks present some clear advantages, but there are some drawbacks. All 
learners at the Faculty of Tourism of the University of Maribor in Brežice, Slovenia, 
and of course every class, have their own learning needs, which are conditioned by 
their previous knowledge and future career plans. Consequently, a coursebook 
alone cannot fully meet the needs of every student or the expectations of the teach-
er. The topics covered in the coursebook are often not particularly interesting for 
the students, and the set structure of a coursebook could inhibit the teacher's crea-
tivity. Obviously, a lot depends on the teacher's style and the resources available at 
the faculty. Teachers’ experiences presented on English teachers’conferences in 
Slovenia show that many (exact figures are not known, because a survey on the 
subject has not been carried out yet) LSP teachers supplement the chosen or pre-
scribed coursebooks; some even go a step further and avoid using them because 
they prefer to develop their own materials. An additional reason not having to do 
with curriculum and materials per se or student needs and teacher goals is that 
materials can be used to avoid unnecessary expenses for students. And, last but 
not least, it is very important that students, and especially tourism students, not 
only become fluent in speaking, but that they also become aware of cultural differ-
ences. Corbett (2003) writes on the subject in his book An Intercultural Approach to 
English Language Teaching. He understands learning a foreign language as an open-
ended and continuing process in which we move from one set of linguistic and 
cultural contexts into others, each of which demands new efforts of translation and 
interpretation. According to Corbett (2003) the language learner moving between 
cultures ‘is an intercultural learner and hence /…/ needs an intercultural ap-
proach to language teaching.’ In Slovenia, a valuable contribution to the intercul-
tural approach to English language teaching was made in 2001 by Šabec and 
Limon's coursebook Across Cultures. The authors believe that despite the fact that 
English is now a widely used “world language”, it helps ‘if we can relate the learn-
ing process to a specific culture or cultures’ (Šabec & Limon 2001: 12). Developing 
cultural awareness and cross-cultural communication skills has gained importance 
in recent years also in  Slovenia. Tomalin & Stempleski (1994: 7-8) provide the 
following ‘seven goals of cultural instruction’: 

1. To help students to develop an understanding of the fact that all people ex-
hibit culturally-conditioned behaviours. 

2. To help students to develop an understanding that social variables such as 
age, sex, social class, and place of residence influence the ways in which people 
speak and behave. 

3. To help students to become more aware of conventional behaviour in com-
mon situations in the target culture. 
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4. To help students to increase their awareness of the cultural connotations of 
words and phrases in the target language. 

5. To help students to develop the ability to evaluate and refine generalizations 
about the target culture, in terms of supporting evidence. 

6. To help students to develop the necessary skills to locate and organize in-
formation about the target culture. 

7. To stimulate students’ intellectual curiosity about the target culture, and to 
encourage empathy towards its people. 

3. Implications for authentic and cultural materials  

Although the disadvantages of supplementary materials are widely acknowledged 
and total avoidance of coursebooks is not entirely unproblematic, at the Faculty of 
Tourism of the University of Maribor in Brežice, Slovenia the creation of supple-
mentary, preparation of authentic and cultural materials is strongly supported by 
both students and, of course, their teacher. Special supplementary materials cho-
sen by the teacher also give the students an opportunity to influence the teaching 
process (they for example tell their teachers what vocabulary they would like to 
learn), which is valuable for both students (they regularly express their needs and 
wishes) and for the teacher (students' wishes and suggestions represent important 
and immediate feedback for the teacher). The teacher puts the materials, links to 
video clips, exercises and other materials in the Moodle which is the University’s 
virtual learning environment used to support the delivery of learning and teach-
ing. 

What are authentic materials? They can be defined as ‘items created for the 
general native speaking population and have not been developed or adapted for 
second language learners. They were not designed for language teaching purpos-
es, but their primary intent is to communicate messages to the native speakers of 
the language’ (Balič, 2009:3). 

Therefore, according to Balič (ibid.) they mean ‘real language use’ and they 
‘were not created with the purpose of language teaching in mind’. A lot of such 
materials are available everywhere, and especially of course on the Internet. They 
include articles, advertisements, menus, recipes, leaflets, brochures etc. Balič (2009: 
5-6) divides authentic materials into three types: 1 authentic audio materials (TV 
programmes, movies, radio, taped conversations such as one-sided phone conver-
sation, meetings, talks, announcements in airports and stores, professionally au-
dio-taped short stories and novels etc.), 2 authentic visual materials (photographs, 
paintings and drawings, wordless street signs, pictures from magazines, postcards, 
wordless picture books, stamps, coins and currency, clocks, phones, holiday deco-
rations etc.), and 3 authentic printed materials (newspapers, lyrics to songs, restau-
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rant menus, street signs, food product labels, tourist information brochures, uni-
versity catalogues, telephone books, magazines, maps, greeting cards, letters, 
mails, prescription labels etc.).  

The benefit learners get from working with authentic materials is being ex-
posed to the real language as it is spoken and used in the target language commu-
nity, by the native speakers of the language. (Balič, 2009: 3) 

The use of cultural and authentic content in the classroom is very important, 
especially for tourism students. Of course, teachers need to consider carefully what 
to include in the teaching materials and in what ways. By all means, chosen mate-
rials should reflect real-life situations. For tourism students in Slovenia, there are 
many benefits of including not only Slovene culture, but also a wide range of other 
cultures - not just British, American or Western culture - in classroom teaching 
materials. According to Balič (2009: 4) while working with authentic materials 
‘learners feel that they are learning the real language and that enables them to 
relate more closely with the target country and the target language itself’. What is 
more, cultural information helps the students understand the target culture better 
and develop critical thinking (Shanahan, 1997; cited in Balič 2009). Further on, 
Balič (2009: 5) also argues that authentic materials have a strong communicative 
function since they were initially designed for the native speakers. Hempkin & 
Kline Majcenovič (2012) also point out that students learning English for a specific 
purpose face a dual challenge: ‘not only are they expected to display a solid com-
mand of general language, but they must also acquire a set of specific terminology 
for use in their chosen field.’ As far as tourism students are concerned, knowing a 
wide range of cultures and their concomitant cultural differences and similarities 
is of extreme importance for getting the message across successfully. 

4. Results 

Student feedback in class discussions and according to the survey indicates that 
students of the Faculty of Tourism in Brežice are well aware of the fact that English 
is a lingua franca in international business contexts and that learning English as a 
foreign language is high on their list of priorities. They seem motivated: the major-
ity of them attend classes regularly (attendance is not obligatory) and they do their 
homework (homework is not obligatory, but optional). Some of the students even 
feel that the English language is so important for their future careers that they 
expressed a wish for additional hours of English (6% of the students stated this 
under the open-ended question ‘Do you have any additional comments?’; the 
number of additional hours was not specified). The sample consisted of 110 stu-
dents in the Bachelor study programs at the Faculty of Tourism of the University 
of Maribor in Brežice. All the respondents were full-time students in their first and 
second years of the Bachelor program. The (anonymous) questionnaire was ap-
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plied only to the students who attended classes on the day the survey was con-
ducted and not to all the students enrolled. The sample consisted of 69 female and 
41 male students. At the Faculty of Tourism female students prevail, and some 
teachers of the Faculty of Tourism believe that this fact is strongly related to moti-
vation figures as they believe that female students are (according to their class-
room experience) more motivated for studying. The students had an average of 
19.6 years, which means that the majority of the respondents were very young 
people who were continuing their education after high school. It is also very inter-
esting that only 5 students (4.5%) answered that they would prefer more lessons 
based on coursebooks than on supplementary materials. 
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Figure 1: Students’ sex 

 

Figure 1 shows that since 62.7% of the participants were female and 37.3% were 
male, there were obviously a lot more female than male respondents to question-
naire. This information is interesting because the author’s experience and experi-
ence of faculty’s language teachers show that female students are more motivated 
for studying than male students, and consequently female students have better 
grades in English subjects than male students. 
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Figure 2: Motivation factor 

Figure 2 shows that 24.5% of the respondents are motivated by their coursebook, 
31% are moderately motivated and 44.5% are not motivated by their coursebook at 
all. 
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Figure 3: Students’ opinion about the lessons prepared with authentic materials 

 

Students were asked to state their opinions on the lessons taught and on the 
materials used. 81% of the students felt that the lessons prepared and carried out 
with authentic materials were very interesting and stimulating, 10.9% of them 
thought they were interesting, 5.4% of them felt that the presented lessons were 
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medium interesting, whereas 2.7% of the students thought that the executed les-
sons were uninteresting and boring. (The exact question was: I find lessons in Eng-
lish course prepared and carried out with authentic materials a) very interesting 
and stimulating b) interesting c) medium interesting d) uninteresting and boring). 
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Figure 4: Level of motivation 

81% of the students regarded the authentic materials presented and used dur-
ing the lessons as being very stimulating and motivating for their participation in 
class, 17.2% of them felt that the material was partly interesting and motivating, 
whereas only 1.8% of the students were not motivated by used authentic materials 
at all. (The exact question was: The authentic materials presented and used during 
the English lessons are: a) very stimulating and motivating b) partly interesting 
and motivating c) not motivating). 

5. Discussion 

Despite all these positive facts, motivating tourism students can sometimes be 
challenging. Faculty teachers’ experience has shown that it is very important that 
the students see some kind of practical use in the prepared materials and tasks. 
Consequently, materials tend to be close to the real-life situations that tourism 
students are likely to encounter in their professional lives and during their obliga-
tory work study. For these reasons, the resources are closely connected to all as-
pects of tourism, from restaurant and hotel English to dealing with complaints and 
compensation claims, negotiations and reading contracts. During the English les-
sons, newspaper and scientific articles on tourism are used. Films and documen-
taries about business, clips and films from YouTube, real-life business series, inter-
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views, guides and presentations, as well as excerpts from fictional or non-fictional 
works on travel (the works of Bill Bryson for example), are also used.  

Chou (2010) says that with the use of outside reading materials, the teacher can 
also design many different activities for the classroom. For example, if the class is 
reading an excerpt from a book, the teacher can use class discussions as a form of 
conversation practice. Teachers can also have students do different kinds of 
presentations (presentation of the favourite holiday destination or the worst holi-
days service ever, presentation of cultural attractions or some festival’s events etc.) 
based on their readings. These activities are usually more challenging for the stu-
dents than the question and answer activities found in recommended ESL course-
books (English for International Tourism by Jacob & Stuart). The students of the Fac-
ulty of Tourism also seem very motivated by authentic materials: an interview in 
which Professor John Tribe from the University of Surrey answered questions on 
trends in tourism (a YouTube clip) was well received (immediately after watching 
the clip the students asked for more similar videos and said that they found such 
materials very useful, both, for their language and tourism knowledge), as were an 
excerpt from a Rick Steves documentary on cultural attractions in Slovenia entitled 
Ljubljana: Happy Hodgepodge, an episode of the TV series The Office, and the docu-
mentary Enron: The Smartest Guys in the Room (2005). Some materials are used for 
warm-up activities, others as listening comprehension activities (trying to recreate 
real-life listening situations that involve informal spoken discourse, looking as 
well as listening, listener expectation, ongoing listener response, speaker atten-
tion), and a third category provides an introduction to discussions, new vocabu-
lary, grammar reviews, etc. There are numerous possibilities for incorporating 
authentic materials into lesson plans. The aim of the selected materials is outlined 
by the topics and goals of the English courses (three semesters) at the Faculty of 
Tourism in Brežice. These goals are: asking for information; giving holiday infor-
mation and business information (from a chart); helping clients make choices; writ-
ing a set of instructions; writing and responding to letters of enquiry; writing other 
types of formal and informal emails; writing CVs and cover letters; taking part in 
job interviews; writing short texts, invitations and summaries; giving a short 
presentation; talking and writing about modern day developments and trends in 
tourism; working with figures; designing a questionnaire and conducting a survey; 
reporting on the nature and value of tourism in a country; telephone use; taking 
bookings and filling in booking forms; writing reports; planning package tours 
and excursions; writing promotional materials and press releases; negotiating; 
dealing with complaints and compensation claims; giving a guided tour; describ-
ing jobs, duties and company and organizational structure; financial trends; talk-
ing about share prices, mergers and acquisitions; trade fairs; business abroad, etc. 
Tourism students are expected to have mastered all these topics by the time they 
pass the three exams (First Foreign Language 1, 2 and 3).  
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6. Conclusion 

At the Faculty of Tourism of the University of Maribor, experience has shown that 
developing specific purpose materials and choosing authentic classroom materials 
is very positive. According to the survey, students’ feedback confirms this state-
ment. The students of the Faculty of Tourism actually prefer supplementary au-
thentic materials to coursebooks (coursebooks are still used, but only parts of 
them) because they find them sufficiently interesting or challenging. Specially 
designed classroom materials that are put into the Moodle by the teachers also 
offer opportunities for various activities in lesson planning for teaching, listening, 
speaking, reading and writing. Another very important aspect of supplementary 
materials is that they facilitate the teacher’s creativity. In a way, a new coursebook 
for tourism students takes shape in the Moodle during the learning and teaching 
process. But even if the current materials from the Moodle were in fact published 
as a coursebook, this up-to-date “coursebook” designed especially for students of 
the Faculty of Tourism would still need to be supplemented (as are materials in the 
Moodle) because teaching is a constantly developing process, because new stu-
dents with different background knowledge enrol in the Faculty of Tourism each 
year, because the needs of the market and students change, because technology 
changes, etc. Teaching is an evolving process, which is probably why even the best 
and the newest coursebooks need to be supplemented with additional materials 
and eventually again replaced with new coursebooks. Even though the students’ 
answers show that the students feel that coursebooks are not necessary, it is prob-
ably easier for the teachers to use coursebooks (especially at the beginning of their 
teaching careers) and supplement them whenever the need arises.  
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