
THE PRAGMATIC GAP: RE-EVALUATING ESP INSTRUCTION FOR THE 

2026 VIRTUAL WORKFORCE 

 

https://doi.org/10.70728/phil.v05.i03.079  

 

Sitora Xasanova Uktam kizi 

hasanovasitora1997@gmail.com 

Samarkand Economics And Service Institute 

 

Abstract: This study highlights the need to shift English for Specific Purposes 

(ESP) education from a focus on traditional lexical learning to developing "digital 

pragmatic competence." With the increasing role of AI and virtual collaboration tools 

in the global economy of 2026, the research identifies a significant "usability gap." 

While students may achieve strong grammatical accuracy, they often struggle with 

the subtle communication skills essential for digital workplaces. 
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Introduction 

The rapid pace of digitization has completely changed what it means to be 

“proficient” in English. For years, ESP courses have emphasized learning specialized 

vocabulary for fields like finance, tourism, or engineering. But as we approach 2026, 

it’s clear that simply knowing the right technical terms is no longer enough. With AI 

capable of translating jargon and drafting emails in seconds, the real value of a 

professional lies in their ability to navigate digital communication with nuance and 

cultural awareness. 

This change is especially obvious in the rise of asynchronous communication 

and virtual teamwork. Today’s professionals aren’t just writing formal business 

letters-they’re managing complex Slack discussions, leading Zoom calls across time 

zones, and crafting prompts for AI tools that refine detailed reports. Yet, much of our 

current teaching methods are outdated, stuck in a pre-digital world. We focus on 

helping students pass grammar tests, but these same students often freeze when asked 

to give constructive feedback to an international colleague or resolve a disagreement 

in a shared digital document. 

A “usability gap” is emerging in our classrooms. Many students who achieve a 

high C1 level of English proficiency still feel unprepared to handle real-world digital 

tasks. This paper argues that if ESP curricula do not adapt to include digital 

communication strategies and AI-assisted tools, we risk graduating students who are 

linguistically skilled but professionally unprepared. By analyzing feedback from 500 
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industry leaders, this study explores how ESP teaching can address this gap and what 

a modern classroom should look like. 

Literature Review: The Evolution of Professional Pragmatics 

Recent research identifies three key trends driving the shift from traditional ESP 

to a digital-first model. 

AI-Mediated Communication (AI-MC): 

The role of AI in communication has transformed from being a simple tool to an 

active collaborator. According to Natarajan et al. (2025), humans now act as 

“oversight agents” refining AI-generated drafts to ensure they are emotionally and 

contextually appropriate. Kakarla (2025) emphasizes that emotional intelligence 

remains a critical skill for non-native speakers navigating automated communication 

environments. 

Informal Digital Learning of English (IDLE): 

Liu and Ma (2024) argue that students increasingly treat generative AI as a “co-

teacher,” although many lack the “pragmatic grammar” skills needed to ensure their 

AI-assisted messages are culturally sensitive. Ribeiro-Flucht et al. (2026) also 

highlight the importance of teaching students to balance technology use with human 

communication norms. 

Changing Workplace Priorities: 

According to Talogy (2026), today’s employers value “resourcefulness” over 

memorized knowledge. The ability to collaborate with AI is no longer just a nice-to-

have skill-it’s essential for employability in the modern workforce. 

Methodology: Combining Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches 

To fully understand the demands of the 2026 workplace, this study used a 

mixed-methods research design. This approach combined statistical analysis of 

industry trends with first-hand experiences of students using new digital tools. 

Phase I: Understanding Industry Needs 

In the first phase, 500 HR managers and department heads across FinTech, 

international tourism, and digital marketing sectors in Uzbekistan and Central Asia 

completed a survey. Unlike traditional surveys that focus on grammar accuracy, this 

study assessed “digital soft skills” like conflict resolution in asynchronous 

communication and the ability to craft clear AI prompts. 

Phase II: Testing a New Approach 

A pilot curriculum was then introduced to a group of 60 undergraduate students 

at the Samarkand Institute of Economics and Services. Over 12 weeks, students 

participated in case-based learning (CBL) using AI tools. Activities included: 

• Managing mock projects via Slack and Jira simulations. 

• Using large language models (LLMs) to draft reports, followed by “human 

correction” sessions to refine tone and cultural appropriateness. 

"World of Philology" Scientific Journal Volume 5 Issue 3 | March 2026

ISSN 2181-3620 527



• Leading virtual team meetings in simulated global environments. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Student performance was evaluated using a multi-modal rubric that included 

standard grading criteria alongside a new “User Experience of Communication” 

metric. This measured how effectively and politely students conveyed their ideas in 

virtual scenarios. Results were triangulated with focus group interviews and 

comparisons to a control group following a traditional ESP textbook. 

Results and Discussion: Navigating the Digital Shift 

The pilot study revealed both the opportunities and challenges of integrating AI 

into ESP instruction. 

Quantitative Findings: More Content, Mixed Results 

Students in the experimental group produced 40% more material than those in 

the control group, thanks to AI tools. However, industry experts reviewing the 

content noted that while the grammar was nearly flawless, the tone often missed the 

mark. Key challenges included: 

1. The "Prompt Paradox": Over 65% of students struggled to provide AI with 

the cultural context needed for professional communication. For example, responses 

in a mock negotiation with a European partner were overly polite, lacking the 

directness expected in business settings. 

2. The "Hallucination Trap": In 15% of cases, students failed to fact-check AI-

generated content, leading to reports that sounded accurate but included incorrect 

information. 

Qualitative Insights: Losing a Personal Touch 

Focus groups revealed that many students felt they were losing their voice when 

relying on AI. One student remarked, “The AI’s English is better than mine, so I 

stopped trying to make it sound like me.” This over-reliance on AI poses a serious 

challenge for educators, particularly in Uzbekistan, where cultural values like 

hospitality and respect often clash with the more direct style of global business 

communication. 

Bridging the Gap 

The study found that requiring students to manually rewrite 20% of AI-

generated content helped them reclaim their personal voice. This aligns with findings 

by Kakarla (2025), who argues that successful professionals in the 21st century will 

be those who can effectively “negotiate” with AI to produce communication that 

feels human. 

Conclusion: Rethinking ESP for the Future 

As we prepare for the 2026-2027 academic year, it’s clear that ESP educators 

must embrace AI as a tool, not a threat. While AI can help students master technical 
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vocabulary, it cannot teach the cultural and pragmatic nuances required for 

meaningful human interaction. 

To truly prepare students at the Samarkand Institute of Economics and Services, 

we need to focus on three priorities: 

1. Teaching critical prompting skills. 

2. Emphasizing digital etiquette. 

3. Helping students preserve their personal voice in AI-assisted communication. 

The future of English instruction isn’t about learning the language of the past-

it’s about mastering the digital rhetoric of tomorrow. 
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