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ABSTRACT 

Authentic MARS reports are widely used for the purpose of teaching Maritime English in 
all Maritime Educational and Training Institutions of this country. We should choose 
authentically long MARS reports. The more our students read and listen to authentic materials 
the easier they will acquire appropriate language skills. It is far better to elaborate than to 
simplify texts. Language tasks must be authentic as well-we should be providing authentic 
activities as well as authentic texts. 
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The International Mariners' Alerting and Reporting Scheme is a confidential reporting 

system run by The Nautical Institute. The aim of the scheme is to allow full reporting of Accidents 
and Near Misses without fear of litigation. It is hoped that with this free information exchange 
valuable lessons may be learnt by others and future similar accidents avoided. 

 
MARS reports are published in “Seaways”" - the monthly journal of the Nautical Institute. 

Seafarers who have experienced any incident which they think may be of interest to others print 
and enter the details on a standard form and send it in confidence to mars@nautinst.org. Being 
authentic material MARS reports are widely used for the purpose of teaching Maritime English in 
all Maritime Educational and Training Institutions of this country. 

 
The word ‘authentic’ has become a credo word in ESP having the following definition: 

material written by Native Speakers for Native Speakers /usually not for any language teaching 
purpose/. This is probably the most commonly accepted definition. 

 
Our students are motivated to learn mainly the English they need, i.e. authentic Maritime 

English, therefore, we must use materials which are neither simplified nor specially written for the 
learner. 

 
In fact, the situation is not as simple as meets the eye. 
 
1. A u t h e n t i c  texts should not be reserved for advanced English students only. 
It is usually assumed that specialized texts must ALWAYS be in advanced English and 

ALWAYS difficult to understand. Nowadays it is possible to find specialized texts written in easy 
English. You only have to search for the speciality with the phrase added “Plain English version” 
or “Plain English Summary” to find many examples on the web. Authentic texts do not have to be 
difficult to understand. A great number of MARS reports are providing such easier to understand 
information. 

Actually some students with poor and inadequate language skills find extra difficulty with 
specialized texts. In other words, in addition to having problems with the topic, they also suffer 
because they are unable to attack the text and work through to the desired level of understanding.  

Authentic texts can be used even when the students have basic or intermediate English if 
texts are at a level of specialization appropriate to the level of the students.  

2. “Elaborate, do not simplify. Provide language expansion, provide repetition and 
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redundancy.” This point is made by Doughty & Long (2003) in an excellent article discussing the 
principles of Computer Assisted Language Learning. Instead of simplifying text, they suggest that 
learners are provided with elaborations. I understand this to mean repetition in various ways - 
explanatory comments, footnotes, exercises, and language training in which synonyms are 
provided, different sentence structures used, etc. Both textbooks based on MARS reports – 
“English for Deck Officers” and “Practice book for Deck Officers’-by Dimitrina Deleva - provide 
a great variety of exercises and explanatory information. 

3. Texts should not be simplified. When selecting MARS reports for our students we 
should choose texts which do much more than repeat what students already know. We need to 
bring something new to the classroom. The material should enrich the knowledge the students 
already have.  

 
As Gilmore (2007) points out, in some areas, such as business, non-standard English is 

becoming acceptable. This is in the whole context of World Englishes, and includes the 
recognition that most of the English spoken in the world is spoken by non-native speakers. In 
particular, most maritime business is conducted by second language speakers of English. 
Therefore, is it legitimate to use good examples of second language English as authentic material 
for the classroom? In my view, the case is very complicated and far from clear. Students usually 
want native speaker texts as examples to study and imitate. But, may be students need to be trained 
to recognize and understand authentic good second language English texts, while still aiming to 
produce material which is closer to the native speaker norms. 

 
4. We should choose authentically long MARS reports. 
I disagree with Doughty & Long (2003) when they say (p59) that authentic texts are usually 

too complex for all but very advanced learners. 
Even someone totally ignorant of a language can often read for understanding. 
b.  It all depends on what the learner is expecting 
When I read a specialized text in my speciality I do NOT expect to understand every word, 

or always to be able to follow the argument. I frequently read a whole article to find one sentence 
of information that is interesting to me. 

 
c. Abstracts are often dense 
Abstracts are an easy choice of lesson material: they are plentiful, largely follow predictable 

structures, are authentic, and are conveniently short. But there are problems with using Abstracts 
alone - without the accompanying text. 

 
I as a specialist often find that the Abstract is the densest part of the text. Abstracts are short, 

but, they bear the same relationship to the text as do newspaper headings to the columns of story. It 
is well known that newspaper headings are frequently difficult to understand for the non-native 
speaker. In a similar way, Abstracts are often very dense. But because I know my way around 
abstracts and the format of an article, I can speedily jump to the article section that meets my 
needs, or which elaborates the information in the abstract.  

If we only provide learners with short texts, we miss out on the essential training and practice 
of the global skills that they need, and the global clues that help a student to interpret the text. 
Students need practice in extracting relevant meaning from a long text. Paradoxically, longer 
texts can sometimes be much easier to understand than shorter texts. 

5. Language tasks must be authentic. 

Most of the debate on authenticity has entirely missed this important point. It is not enough 



Science & Technologies 

 Volume I, Number 2, 2011 
 Nautical & Environmental studies 33 

to choose authentic texts - authentic activities must be used. We should use authentic purposes 
and authentic tasks for reading/listening. Few specialists read a whole book, or all an article. 
Fewer still read from the beginning to the end. High language skills include the ability to move fast 
through a document, picking out, marking for closer reading, linking with other material, and 
otherwise interacting with the text. 

These are the skills we are to develop in our students when working with MARS reports.  
Here are some examples of authentic activities: 
a. Summarizing 
Our students are often requested to summarize a text content orally or prepare a written 

summary based on reading a MARS report. This activity integrates reading with speaking and 
writing. 

 
c. Inferencing questions 
It is vital that course writers and teachers do not just concentrate on the students explaining 

the text. We need to make a major effort to strengthen the inferencing skills of our students. For 
this a global view is frequently needed, since the parts needed for the inferencing may well come 
from two or more paragraphs, and these paragraphs can be widely separated in the text. 

Inferencing questions are easier to set in authentically long texts. 
When I have explained this principle to my students, I have found that many of them do not 

know what inferencing questions are. Therefore I will summarize here. Inferencing questions are 
when valid implications or extensions are drawn from a text. For instance, the assumptions might 
be inferred, or an argument might be extended, or conclusions drawn that are not stated explicitly 
in the text. Often, inferencing means combining material from two or more parts of the text.  

 
b. Giving reasons for the meaning they have guessed for a word or phrase 
It is all too easy to set questions which require students to guess the meaning of a word, and 

the main criteria for success are how close they have come to the real meaning. Words can easily 
be translated or glossed (explained and not translated). The real work is in looking at the reasons, 
and correcting the reasoning. This work is similar to adults learning advanced first language. 

 
c. Outlining 
The ability to outline a text is an ability that is essential for all professionals. It is an ability 

that is tolerant of language that is not fully understood. In other words, to outline properly, it is not 
necessary to understand every word, phrase or sentence. But to do so properly requires that the 
logic of the text is understood. The very act of outlining can help our students understand a text, 
and in particular can help them to follow, to make explicit, the line of reasoning.  

 
d. Explaining technical ideas in non-technical language 
Seafarers work in multi-national crews and frequently have to explain their ideas to a wider 

audience - of other experts, or to an audience of non-experts. Teachers are doing this all the time. 
Therefore, this task of explaining in easier language is authentic, and common, and is a suitable 
task for our students. 

 
6. Use a lot of authentic text 
Gilmore (2007:111) points out that “Authentic material is likely to expose learners to a wider 

variety of grammatical and lexical features but with less frequency than contrived input 
specifically designed to highlight particular target language”. The answer is to use a LOT of 
authentic text - a lot more than the small passages traditionally studied in depth. 

This is likely to meet with resistance from students who are used to working on small texts, 
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and expecting to understand and translate every single word. It means providing many examples of 
the authentic texts they need to be interacting with. It will mean using some of these texts for 
detailed study and some of them for activities such as find the main point. The more our students 
read and listen to authentic materials the easier they will acquire appropriate language skills. 

 
7. Meaning and form 
Gilmore also points out that learners are struggling with both meaning and form 

simultaneously. The usual answer is to allow students to focus on meaning first, then work on the 
form. 

When our students read difficult MARS reports they are bombarded with new forms and new 
meanings, and may well find it difficult to understand the meaning until they have learned the new 
words (the forms) but the forms are not easily learned until they have learned the meaning. This 
really requires the effort of working on both problems in parallel. 

 
8. Use difficult authentic texts, but vary the support and language tasks 
Gilmore (2007:109) points out, that authentic texts can be adapted to different language 

levels by varying the tasks. At this point, the goal of authentic tasks may have to be sacrificed for 
the benefits of using authentic texts. 

 
Conclusions 
It is much easier nowadays to find authentic material that is specialized in content but not 

advanced in language. With the internet there has been an expansion in the genres, and a trend 
towards less difficult English. Difficult topics are possible if the English teacher is willing to set 
exercises which ask the student to explain them. It is far better to elaborate than to simplify. We 
should be providing authentic activities (instead of sticking to the traditional activities like drills) 
as well as authentic texts. 
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