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Linguistic imperialism in the ELT profession? --------
Paula González Fernández

Universidad de Oviedo/Katholijke Universiteit Leuven

Abstract

During the last decade, the notion of Linguistic Imperialism has raised an
important debate in the academic circles, with all the various issues it involves.
Nevertheless, the opinions of those who actually speak English are very rarely
taken into consideration. Furthermore, the different consequences that the
notion of Linguistic Imperialism has, and all the various issues mentioned in the
scholarly debate, do not seem to reach far beyond the academic spheres. In this
article the perceptions of Linguistic Imperialism by speakers of English as a
Second and Foreign Language are analysed, in order to find out whether they are
aware of the various aspects that speaking English implies, according to the
scholars. It is claimed that many changes should be considered in order to avoid
the discrimination caused by English as an International Language. This implies,
among other things, a better defence of Linguistic Human Rights and a revision
of many principles which are being applied in the ELT profession.

INTRODUCTION

In a globalised world like ours, there is a rising need of an international lan-
guage for a wide range of purposes and, so far, English seems to be that language.
However, as many scholars have noted, its use is being discriminative and unfair
in different aspects. One of the key books at the origin of this long debate has
been Robert Phillipson’s Linguistic Imperialism (1992a), which deals mainly with
the ELT (English Language Teaching) profession. As Bisong claims (1993),
Phillipson never gives evidence of the public’s attitudes towards English,
although very often he generalises about these. The main goal of this article is
not to present a theory about the expansion of English in the world, but to deal
with perceptions of English Imperialism. 

The research will try to discover if what is being discussed by many authors
is reaching the general public and if discrimination is felt on the basis of language
in the ELT profession. We will first revise the opinion of scholars and linguists
found in the literature,  to concentrate later on the feelings of the general pub-
lic. To this end, we will use data collected both through a questionnaire and some
personal interviews.
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This article will deal with some aspects of Linguistic Imperialism which are
directly related to the ELT profession, analysing whether teachers of English are
aware of the notions that scholars discuss. It will be useful when considering
which factors should be enhanced in the characterisation of English as an
International Language and the ELT profession, and which other ones should be
eradicated in order to avoid any type of injustice and discrimination wherever
language is applied.

ENGLISH IN THE WORLD

McArthur (1998) gives an account of different representations of English in
the world. Of these, Kachru’s (1986) representation is probably the most
renowned:

—The Inner Circle is formed by countries where English is the Native or
major Language -ENL. Recent estimates suggest that 377 million people
speak English as a first language –“native speakers” or Non-Native
Speakers (NSs)  (Crystal 1997).

—The Outer Circle could be related to countries where English is the
Second Language —ESL—, with a long history of institutionalised func-
tions. The estimate often quoted is 508 million (URL: Ethnologue 2002).
English is the official or joint official language of over 70 countries, but in
some of these, the language is little used by the majority of the population.

—Finally, the Expanding Circle, where English is studied as a Foreign
Language (EFL). Estimates range from 300 million to 750 million. Such
figures can only be treated as approximate. There is no way of quantify-
ing the number of people worldwide who may have learnt some English at
any point in their lives. 

These last two circles correspond to the “Non-Native Speakers of English”
or NNSs.

What should be clear from this classification is that the number of non-
native speakers of English already outnumbers that of its native speakers.
Besides, nowadays we can find ENL speakers in ESL and EFL territories, and vice
versa (McArthur 1998: 44). It must be borne in mind that monolingualism is also
an exception (Skutnabb-Kangas 2000).

With the spread of English in the world, it has been “appropriated” by many
nations who use it as a second language. They have created their own varieties,
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influencing English with the phonology, style, rhythm, accent and vocabulary of
other local languages (McArthur 1998) and some of them even have developed
their own literary traditions. Widdowson (1997) defines them according to two
dimensions: time—different periods— and space —different regions. These vari-
eties answer to different realities and necessities and their existence is not a sign
of linguistic decay (Kachru 1992c; Aitchison 1991; Bloomfield 1985).
Nevertheless, in the ELT profession, only the British —and sometimes the
American— variety is taught. 

It is argued that the existence of all these varieties can lead to communica-
tion problems, since many NNSs cannot understand each other. But this also
happens within the Inner Circle. For Wiley and Lukes (1996: 517), intelligibility
would be easier if communication were understood as a “two-way street” which
makes the listener active as well. Smith (1987) and Jenkins (2000) share this
point of view, claiming that the notion of intelligibility has been created to favour
NS understanding. 

Furthermore, there is also variation between NSs, often leading to unintel-
ligibility as well. Normally, the variables for intelligibility are factors such as edu-
cation, region, etc, the difference therefore not being significant between NS and
NNS (Kachru 1992b: 65). Widdowson (1994) also relates to intelligibility prob-
lems among other varieties of English, such as those used in science, commerce
or finance. They are also mutually unintelligible, even for the native speaker of
English. These varieties have a common grammar but a totally different vocabu-
lary and can make communication difficult for those who are not trained in the
field. 

Kachru (1981:15) sees Non-Native Englishes (NNEs) as “the legacy of the
colonial period”, developing in an “un-English cultural and linguistic context”.
For him, the variation both in forms and in functions of English logically stems
from its spread (1986) and the different varieties should be institutionalised.
Widdowson (1994) defends their right of ownership of English, in the same way
as professional communities have it of their own jargon. These Varieties of
English (VES) are, for him, not fossilised inter-languages, but “languages in their
own right” (ref. in Brutt-Griffler 2002:8). Nevertheless, according to Brutt-
Griffler (1998), Widdowson’s theory weakens these VEs. If they were given the
status of independent languages, then they would not be considered within her
conception of World English.

All these differences are closely related to the problem of which variety is
more prestigious and to the notion of standardisation. Standards are defended in
order to guarantee mutual intelligibility amongst speakers of different origins.

Linguistic imperialism in the ELT profession?
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Certain varieties have always been preferred not only in the teaching of lan-
guages, but also as a means of excluding NNS from education and job opportu-
nities. A debate has started around these privileges, questioning the validity of
non-standard varieties.  

The notion of standard belongs to a European elite which tends to establish
homogeneous models, and “this myth is shared by many ‘under-developed’
speech communities in their drive for modernisation” (Khubchandani,

1984:100). It has its origins in the 19th century ideas of nationalism, when con-
ceptions such as one nation/one language/one state were born. This had also a
great influence in the postcolonial world and in the making of new nations
(Ricento, 2000b).

Quirk (1981, 1986) is in favour of having such a standard: “the relatively
narrow range of purposes for which the non-native needs to use English […] is
arguably well catered for by a single monochrome standard form that looks as
good on paper as it sounds in speech” (Quirk, 1986:6). As a response, Kennedy
(1984) questions the validity of standards, for he sees popular culture as more
powerful in determining how to speak (1986). The discussion seems to be
between establishing a single standard (Quirk), or recognizing multiple ones
(Kachru, 1986, Kachru and Nelson, 1996). 

In several of his works, Kachru (1986, 1996) criticises Quirk: 

Although Quirk never says explicitly that we should all be learning British Standard
English, his very lack of identification of the ‘single monochrome standard form’
leaves the reader in little doubt of what his choice would be (Kachru, 1996:92).

Both Received Pronunciation and General American are, according to
Kachru, unrealistic, spoken by a minority (1992b) and the worship of these vari-
eties is an “attitudinal schizophrenia” (Kachru and Nelson, 1996: 82). Therefore,
the authority of the native speaker should be left behind. 

Smith (1992) presents a different rationale and concludes that native mod-
els restrain non-native creativity and freedom. Fishman (1974) sees standards as
a conservative fear against innovations and reforms, constraining liberty.
Seidlhofer (1999) mentions the disparity between what is found in actual speech
and what grammar and textbooks for learning English say about correctness.

McArthur (1998) states that the dominance of Britain and the US in the
educational system, in the publishing industry and in the media has led many to
view these varieties as the only genuine ones, despising the other ones. His view
is similar to that of Brutt-Griffler (2002:177), who perceives World English as a
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“center of gravity around which the international varieties revolve” . Probably
she is referring to the “shared and transparent features” which Kachru (1981:31)
also sees common to all NNEs. Nevertheless, such features are never specified in
any of these studies.

For Widdowson (1994:381), Standard English “is not simply a means of
communication, but the symbolic possession of a particular community, expres-
sive of its identity, its conventions and values”. For Wiley and Lukes (1996) the
notion of a standard in itself is symbolic of a hegemonic power and a gatekeeper
for education and employment.

Standards give privilege to the NS, and many NNSs see these norms as
“arrogant, imperialist and insulting”, whereas NSs tend to ignore many creative
non-native varieties of English, perceiving them as incomplete or as interlan-
guages aiming at Br/AmE perfection (Kachru, 1992c). That is severely criticised
by Davies (1989), since an interlanguage is not a full language but a stage in the
development of a natural language. It is related to psycholinguistics, being only
a reduction of form. The English spoken in the world has many different vari-
eties, ranging from the educated written and spoken forms of the native speaker,
to pidgins and Creoles and reduced codes. They are all full languages, with dif-
ferent social functions. 

Having seen all this, it could be understood why English is not a “neutral”
language for many authors. According to Pennycook (1994, 1995), Ricento
(1994), Ricento and Hornberger (1996), Crystal (1997) and Skutnabb-Kangas
(2000), it triggers many injustices, which can be grouped as follows:

—It acts as a gatekeeper for education, jobs and social mobility, favouring a
monolingual elite, both in the Centre and in the Periphery.

—It “makes certain domains inaccessible to many people” (Pennycook,
1994: 13).

—It is causing many minority languages to disappear and prevents many
people from identifying with their mother tongue.

—It hinders literacy in the mother tongue for speakers of minority lan-
guages.

—It is not receptive to the needs of many people. 
—It privileges the figure of NS in the ELT profession, together with many

other fallacies (Phillipson, 1988, 1992a; Kachru, 1992c).

Linguistic imperialism in the ELT profession?
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Although English is not the only source of these problems, as linguists, we
cannot remain neutral (Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas, 1996: 441; Davies,
1996). In the next chapter, we will concentrate on the injustices that English
begets when it is learned as a Second Language and on the fallacies described by
Phillipson (1992a) in his work.

The notion of owning a language is related to the primacy of the Native
Speaker. To own a language is to be able to affirm oneself through it, to be able
to “control it and bend it to your will” (Widdowson, 1994 as cited. in Chisanga
and Kamwangamalu, 1997). When primacy is given to Native Speakers of
English —e.g. when stabilising standards of correct communication, or when it
comes to working possibilities, then the fact that English is currently being used
as an International Language or Lingua Franca is being left aside. English as an
International Language belongs to all those who use it (Kachru, 1986;
McArthur, 1998; Jenkins, 2000; Brumfit, 2001), and, as has been seen, the
majority of its users are non-native speakers. If English belongs to those who
speak it, many inequalities still latent today should be eradicated, and these are
very palpable within the ELT profession. 

Although many of these disparities have been criticised in academic circles,
little change can be seen in the “outside” world. This view has many implications
in aspects such as standardisation and the ELT profession, as Widdowson’s
(1994) shows. Ricento (2000b:14) considers that the notion of ‘native speaker’
has been abandoned. Nevertheless, this does not seem to be the case always and
Pennycook (1998) even challenges this view of worldwide ownership since those
transformations have still not been made. This and other concepts are still very
much in use and defended by people formed in the TESOL environment, even
when they act against their own interests and such notions do not have any log-
ical foundation, as I will try to show.

LEARNING ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE. FALLACIES.

This is an important issue since the development of the ELT profession dur-
ing the last century has been enormous. Its benefits for the economy of Britain
are mammoth (URL: British Council, 2002). It was the “sixth highest source of
invisible exports for the UK in 1985” (Pennycook, 1994:155). Furthermore, as
has been seen, EFL speakers outnumber both ENL and ESL speakers, and this
should be reflected in the way English is conceived in our world nowadays and
in the ELT profession.
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For Phillipson, the ELT profession is a mere servant of the Centre, serving
mainly its economic interests. He states (1988, 1992a) several fallacies which
are unquestioningly accepted within the ELT profession, and refers back to a
particular point in time: the Commonwealth Conference on the Teaching of
English as a Second Language, which was held at Makerere, Uganda, in 1961.
It was mainly a political meeting, but it meant a turning point for the ELT pro-
fession. He denounces that all the people attending this conference were indi-
viduals working for the governments of the 23 Commonwealth countries
involved; nevertheless, there was little representation of people with teaching
experience in Third World countries. In this meeting, the “fallacies” Phillipson
explains (1992a), were created.

In an article criticising Phillipson’s work, Davies (1996) provides enough
evidence from the same document to show that they were never mentioned
directly in Makerere. Nonetheless, as Phillipson claims, these precepts have gen-
erally been taught in the Applied Linguistics field and are still held by many
organisations involved in ELT. They are even adopted as an “unchallenged
dogma” (Phillipson, 1992a:185) in the teaching of other majority languages.
They will be tested in the survey to show whether they are worldwide accepted,
especially by those involved in the ELT profession.

1. The Native Speaker Fallacy: A native speaker of English is the best
teacher of the language

The Native Speaker Language Teacher (NSLT) is usually preferred as the
best source of language and culture input. Having a NSLT can motivate students
better (Duff and Uchida, 1997), s/he provides a better source for knowledge of
the culture and is a model for pronunciation. They give opportunities for
“authentic communication” (Tang, 1997). The validity of the term “authentic
communication” will be questioned later. Nonetheless, they are favoured over
Non-Native Speaker Language Teachers (NNSLTs), even when the latter might
have a better formation for teaching the language, with all the aspects it
involves: a sound knowledge of both languages, about the differences between
these and about problematic aspects in learning the target language, as well as
cultural dissimilarities and pedagogical knowledge.

The NNSLT is an example of accuracy instead of fluency (Tang, 1997).
They are a model of a successful learner of English for the student, with whom
they share the same background (Medgyes, 1992) and sometimes other charac-
teristics such as age and gender.

Linguistic imperialism in the ELT profession?
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In the Guidance Notes for Applicants 2002/2003, page 3, of the British
Council, assistants may come from any discipline. All they are asked is to “have
native level fluency in English” and no formation is provided neither in the
teaching of the language nor on the situation in the country of destination. 

It is also in fashion for many British and American students to take a gap
year and travel around the world, teaching English as a means of subsistence. As
a brochure advertising this explains, “no matter what skills or dreams you hold,
what counts is your individual personality, attitude and willingness to have a go”
(I-to-I organisation, 2001: 3). “No matter who you are, if you speak English to
native standard and receive some training, you can work as an English teacher”
(ibid: 6). The ELT training offered here speaks by itself about the low levels
required for teaching. More often than not, language institutes and colleges pre-
fer NSLTs, no matter what their formation has been, over NNLTs who have been
trained for teaching foreign languages.

This backs up Phillipson’s idea that “ELT efforts have been determined by
supply rather than demand” (Phillipson, 1992a: 301). As Canagarajah (1996)
says supporting Phillipson, the formation of ELT teachers is far from satisfactory,
leaving unquestioned socio-political issues related to the profession. 

On the other hand, when defending the figure of NSLT, Parrot, (1998) and
Saxton, (1997), both as cited in Jenkins, (2000) claim that NSs are not always
monolingual, and therefore they also have experience in the learning of lan-
guages. Furthermore, “they are not stupid” (Jenkins, 2000:196) and can actually
be good teachers. Both Parrot and Saxton believe that this debate about the fig-
ure of the language teacher is eventually leading to the mystification of the
NNSLT. It should be realised that NSs, even if they are qualified for teaching,
will never become NNSLTs, and therefore, the skills of both NSLT and NNSLT
should be acknowledged.

The problem comes when defining what “authentic communication” means.
The preference for a native speaker comes from the times when “language teach-
ing was indistinguishable from culture teaching” (Phillipson, 1992b: 12).
However, most students nowadays want to learn English not necessarily to com-
municate with NSs, but also with other NNSs, using English as a lingua franca
(Jenkins, 2000; Kachru, 1992c). Their teachers are NNSLTs, and they will prob-
ably never communicate with a NS (Kachru and Nelson, 1996).

—Therefore, the problem of standards -and phonology- emerges again. Even
when in the ELT profession, a “neutral” or southern British accent is pre-
ferred, NSs are no longer a reference in EFL communication and they
should not be unjustifiably be in the ELT. Thus, they should not be given
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preference when it comes to the teaching of English. Many students will
probably never deal with a southern accent in their day-to-day communi-
cation in English.

—When it comes to teaching culture, English as an International Language
(EIL) does not refer specifically anymore to a British —or American—
culture. It can only be connected with global culture (Seaton, 1994).
Students of English will be interacting in the outside world with other
NNSs from many cultures other than British. EIL is a good space for
becoming aware of many other cultures and patterns of behaviour.

The native speaker has been idealised, considering the English community
as a homogenous one, sharing one language and one culture (Norton, 1997). If
more emphasis were put on the L2 learner rather than on the teacher, then the
NNSLT would be preferred (Seidlhofer, 1999). 

The solution proposed by Brutt-Griffler and Samimy (1999) and Medgyes
(1992) is to unify both figures, since their skills are not incompatible.

Another major issue which is closely related to this is the difference between
NNSLTs and NSLTs in terms of confidence (Jenkins, 2000). Generally, those
who are mainly raising this subject are NSs: non-native scholars tend to prefer
NS standards.

2. The English-Only Fallacy: No other languages should be used in the
English classroom

In many cases, it is affirmed that the use of the students’ mother tongue/s
and/or any other language/s they may know is not advisable. Forcing them to
express themselves only in English helps them to advance in their learning.

Nonetheless, this denies both the students’ linguistic and cultural baggage
and also the fact that the majority of the world’s population is bi- or multilingual.
To maintain both languages separated is implausible, and although the mixture
of codes can sometimes lead to misunderstandings, it can also “enhance the com-
municative resources […] adding color, charm and variety to the language”
(Sridhar, 1996:64).

Most importantly, if the teacher makes use of other language/s the student
might know, it can very often favour the process of understanding, especially
when dealing with complicated grammar structures, for instance. To encourage
communication in the target language is certainly positive, but making use of
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previous knowledge is always more motivating, and this does not necessarily
mean code-switching between both languages. Sharing the same language with
the student, and making use of it in the language classroom, can be beneficial for
the learning process (Tang, 1997) since the teacher is aware of the problems of
their mother tongue.

3. The Maximum Exposure Fallacy: The more time is spent learning
English, the better are the results

It is widely believed that the more hours a student spends learning a lan-
guage, the more knowledge of it s/he will gain. 

This implies more hours from the curriculum employed for learning English
and, consequently, more employment for English teachers. It leaves less time for
other modules which could be more valuable and significant for the student in
his/her future career. 

Although the time spent learning a language can be meaningful, the quali-
ty of the teaching is probably more relevant (Phillipson, 1992a). If the students
spend many hours learning a language, but the teacher is not qualified enough,
it will only mean a loss at many levels: economic, pedagogic, lack of motivation,
fewer hours dedicated to other modules, etc. Furthermore, by promoting the
maximum exposure, literacy in English is also encouraged, denying then the right
to study in their mother tongue. 

4. The Early-Start Fallacy: The earlier children start learning a language,
the better, especially if it is as a means of instruction

As children seem to acquire languages much easier than adults, the idea
that students should start learning a language from an early age has been pro-
moted. But the facility children may have for languages is not the only factor to
be taken into account when designing the curriculum. This tenet, as the previ-
ous one, favours the use of English as a medium of instruction, without consid-
ering other features such as how much English is used in the community, their
attitude towards it or other possible languages learners may know. Very often,
adults learning a language which is related to another one they already know can
have more facilities due to the knowledge they already have. Their pronuncia-
tion might not be as accurate as that of a child learning the language, but they
can be more linguistically conscious and faster learners.

VIAL n_1 - 2004

122



Especially alarming is the case of countries where another language is
employed as the medium of instruction: English or French in many former
colonies. These children may suffer from cognitive and linguistic problems if
their mother tongue is not supported (Prophet and Dow, 1994). This principle
also increases job opportunities for teachers of English.

5. The Communicative-Approach Fallacy: emphasis on language profi-
ciency, using  “real material”

In the ELT profession, the communicative approach has been favoured dur-
ing the last years. This approach gives more prominence to the use of language
in “real” situations: in a shop, in a restaurant, in the street... This tends to favour
British and American culture, communication contexts and linguistic varieties,
with the consequent preference for British and American English speakers as
teachers. 

For Seidlhofer, the communicative approach is the “native speakers’ reign
supreme” (1999: 237). “It may be real language, but it is not real to [the stu-
dents], it does not relate to their own world, but to a remote one” (Widdowson,
1994: 386). It aims at communication with a NS. However, the needs of the stu-
dents may be different, such as reading business texts or communicating with
other NNSs. By providing a lot of references about the pedagogy, ideology and
cultural politics which lie behind the communicative approach, Pennycook
(1994) connects it with assimilation procedures. 

The problem then is why to aim at native-speaker communication when
ESL/EFL students will probably never be involved in it. Moreover, if that were
the case, both communicants should be at the same level, and not one —the
NNS— aiming to be understood by the other one —the NS. 

6. Standards

British and American standards —RP and GA— are preferred in the teach-
ing as well as in placement and proficiency tests (Kachru, 1992c). Quirk
(1986:6) is in support of this tradition, since he only sees “the most dubious
advantages in exposing the learner to a great variety of usage”.

Groarty is careful when dealing with this notion:

A descriptive norm […] is a statement of the form or feature of language that most
speakers use most of the time; it is thus a statement of statistical probability and one
which admits variation. A prescriptive norm, in contrast, is a formally stated rule
meant to apply to all language uses in all settings (Groarty 1996:22).

Linguistic imperialism in the ELT profession?
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As has been stated before, Standard English is not used by “most speakers”.
Furthermore, in the ELT profession, descriptive norms are presented as prescrip-
tive. Thus, the parameters set in the ELT are not pertinent. Groarty (1996:25)
opts for developing a “sensitivity toward many varieties of language rather than
pedantic linguistic enforcers”. Also, by making reference to British and
American varieties alone, these two countries are kept at the centre of the ELT
profession (Pennycook, 1994). 

All the fallacies listed above have been tested in the study. Questions
regarding them were given to the different informants in order to ascertain to
what degree these notions have been accepted without questioning them. The
answers given by those formed in the TESOL environment are especially signif-
icant, since, as can be gathered from the previous explanations, many of these
statements imply a disadvantage for the non-native teacher of English. 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

We have seen so far what the attitude of the scholars is about English and
its spread in the world. As Trifonovitch says, “[a]s English assumes the role of an
international language, it is important to look at the attitudes which are trans-
mitted by its speakers” (1981: 211). The aim of this study is to observe these
viewpoints. Some of the issues highlighted by Phillipson (1992a) might be
unconsciously spread and adopted by many students and teachers of languages.
If English is such a discriminatory language and a source of many inequalities, as
Phillipson claims, then why do people still want to learn it? Do they really feel
discriminated against?

The main source of data for the investigation was a questionnaire in English
(see Appendix 1), distributed via electronic mail. A version in Spanish was also
used, since it could be interesting to find out the opinions of people who had no
fluency in English but still could have a well-formed attitude towards it. It would
also be worthy of note to compare the answers depending on the subject’s back-
ground, profession, or country of origin/residence.

The questionnaire was first tested on a group of 10 people, and then sent via
email. This medium offers a wider range of responses than a face-to-face survey.
It was sent to relatives and friends of the researcher, always asking them to for-
ward it to other people they knew and who might be interested in participating
in the survey. According to this “snowballing technique” one informant selects
another/others. The investigation was also announced at the international bul-
letin of the University of Sheffield. Within a week, more than 70 questionnaires
had been received, which doubled the initial expectations. 
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The interviews (see Appendix 2) were effected with the aim of going deep-
er into people’s feelings and explaining what the questionnaires could not make
clear. At the end of the interview all the subjects were eager to continue talking
about the issue. Therefore, the recording continued, since it was then that the
most interesting remarks would be mentioned. 

The main goal of the survey was to analyse people’s attitudes about the
debate which is taking place in the scholarly circles. It should therefore be borne
in mind that I am not trying to give arguments in favour or against a given the-
ory. Besides, the samples were not representative of any population -in many
cases there was only one individual from some countries. It must not be forgot-
ten either that we are dealing with an elite. The majority of the informants have
a good or perfect command of English and knowledge of other languages —
sometimes not only their mother tongue. They also have access to email. Most
subjects have a university degree. There are both male and female subjects, but
they do not belong to a single age group. However, they were in general univer-
sity students. Taking all this into account, a qualitative approach was followed,
not only towards the interviews, but also with the questionnaires. The results will
not be quantified with the aim of proving or refuting a particular hypothesis.

One step which was not taken for granted in this procedure was to ask for
permission to be interviewed and recorded, and to assure the subjects that above
all, anonymity was going to be preserved. This was done by means of a letter sent
together with the questionnaires via email (see Appendix 3), and, in the case of
personal interviews, by always explaining before what the investigation was
about and other details about the procedure of the interview.  

Since it is a qualitative study, no independent/dependent variables will be
selected in the questionnaires. The informants’ profession, age and country of
origin/residence have been taken into account, together with their knowledge of
other languages. Nonetheless, these elements are only relevant in certain ques-
tions, and not in all of them at the same time.

As was described above,  I am dealing with a mixture of a purposive sam-
pling —people to whom the questionnaires were sent directly, and a snowball
sampling —people to whom the questionnaires were forwarded later by other
informants. This kind of non-random sampling is due to the lack of a sampling
frame (May, 2001). Therefore, it is impossible to tell the exact number of ques-
tionnaires sent. As can be seen in Appendix 1, it is a self-completion question-
naire, dealing mainly with attitude scales (May, 2001). 

As regards the interviews, the informants tended to start out very tense and
to relax after the first minutes. Therefore, the first minutes of the recording
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should be ignored, paying more attention to the subsequent ones. This is why the
interviews began with a few introductory questions, asking the informants about
their countries and what the linguistic situation is there. They all tended to be
quite nervous in this initial part, joking or just limiting themselves to giving mere
facts, without openly expressing their opinions about them.

All in all, 11 interviews were conducted, choosing carefully the subjects and
their countries of origin. The language used was English, with the exception of
one, in which the interviewee was not confident enough with his command of
English and preferred to use Spanish. Each interview was different, for not all the
individuals shared the same background and experience of English.

Quoting Mason (1996: 4), the researcher of a qualitative research project
should use “methods of data generation which are flexible and sensitive to the
social context in which data are produced”. The same author explains that we
should say that we are “generating” rather than “collecting” representative data,
since the goals are not to construct any theory but to find out how people really
feel about English. 

DATA COLLECTED

QUESTIONNAIRES

All the informants who filled in the questionnaires had access to electronic
mail and they belonged to middle/upper classes. Those who were not still univer-
sity students had already developed a good career. They belonged to both gen-
ders and the ages went from 19 to 73 years old.  

In the chart below, 10 questionnaires are missing from the total received. Of
those, nine belonged to Dutch individuals. They were ignored since the person
who first received the questionnaire, filled it in and forwarded it without previ-
ously deleting his/her own answers. Therefore, these subsequent questionnaires
were considered to be strongly biased. The tenth questionnaire was disregarded 
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Nationality Number Living in England Teachers of English
Group A 17 14 2
Group B 10 2 0
Group C 8 8 1
Group D 16 9 1

China 3 3 2
Mexico/Argentina 16 9 1

Total 123 70 17



since the answers showed s/he had not taken the area under discussion seriously
enough.

All in all, the number of questionnaires considered was as follows:

Group A countries were former colonies of the British Empire, or territories
occupied and/or protected by the US: Singapore, Malaysia, Syria, Egypt, Turkey,
Mauritius, Cyprus, India, Taiwan and South Korea and Lebanon. Although not
all of them follow the same political pattern, they all use English as a medium for
instruction and could be classified as ESL countries.

Group B countries are those which have an increasing degree of literacy in
English, specially at university level: Belgium, Holland, Finland.

Group C stands for countries which belonged to the former Eastern Block,
and which now start to have literacy in English as a symbol of prestige: Poland,
Macedonia, Romania, Ukraine, Hungary, and Yugoslavia.

Group D brackets together countries from Central and South Europe, which
have little literacy in English, if any. Many have been colonial powers themselves,
although not all of them: Spain (S), France (Fr), Italy (I) Portugal (Po) and
Greece (Gr). Germany seems to match other Southern European countries when
it comes to the literacy tradition in their own language. 

INTERVIEWS

11 interviews were conducted with people of different nationalities, genders,
ages and professions. Their countries of origin were Taiwan, Syria, China,
Mexico (Mc), Singapore (Sing), Yugoslavia, France, Isle Réunion (Re),
Zimbabwe, Rwanda and Italy. Special attention was given to selecting the
nationalities, depending on whether they were former colonies of any Empire,
countries with literacy in a second language which is not their own (e.g. English)
or European countries. Before starting the interview, most of them asked to have
a momentary look at the list of questions. They were all tape recorded. They all
belonged to the middle/upper classes in their countries of origin and they have a
good command of English and a university degree. As was said above, the main
purpose of these interviews is to go deeper into detail and to shed light on what
the questionnaires left unclear. 

RESULTS

We will focus here only on the results from the questions related to the
ELT profession, analysing Phillipson’s fallacies (1992a). 
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1. The Native-Speaker Fallacy: The best teacher of English is a native
speaker.

Although there is a clear difference between the two groups, both tend to
give preference to the NSLT. Teachers of English are not fully aware of their own
capacities as speakers of another language, which they can share with their stu-
dents. 

The issue was not directly raised in the interviews. Nevertheless, some
reporters were involved in the teaching of languages and, inevitably, the question
was introduced. As the first column shows, the opinions are very levelled, divid-
ed between those who disagreed with the primacy of the NSLT and those who
agreed:

Fr: It’s in: people’s head that you learn English or language better with a native speaker.

I: And do you think so?

Fr: No, no, (laughter)…. Grammar I’m sure I can be better than English [.] because English
people don’t even know what a noun is or a verb is. During, when I did my course in, TESOL
course someone asked “is the word ‘horse’ a verb?” [.] right, so you say wow!

Fr: When you think about it, maybe a non-native speaker can be better, I don’t, not neces-
sarily better, but as good, not in the same areas.

This French informant was more conscious of his/her own capacities as s/he
had experienced discrimination on the basis of his/her quality of NNSLT.

Mc: I don’t agree with that, personally, no, I mean, I don’t think that if you are a better speak-
er you definitely are a good teacher, I mean, if its, if xxx it’s different, it’s different issue and [.] I
think that if you are, if you’re a native, I’m sorry, if you speak English to a certain level, you know,
you can be a very successful teacher [.] and the fact that you’re native doesn’t necessarily mean
that you’ll teach people better, no way!

There were many of the same opinion:

Re: E: first to motivate the kids [.] first of all and then to have the accent and to have the
cultural background really, I think. 

Moreover, some would unify both figures, like Brutt-Griffler and Samimy
(1999) and Medgyes (1992) suggested:

S: The cultural, the cultural understanding from my side, to the, to the people, to their needs
and to their way of thinking and all that, makes me better, but the[.] the the native speaker can
give something for sure.

All in all, it seems that, as Phillipson expressed (1992a) the primacy of the
NSLT is generally accepted. 
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2. The Early-Start Fallacy: All children in my country should learn
English from an early age.

The overall opinion is positive in this aspect, no matter what the profes-
sion is or where they come from. Those who have had literacy in English were
not generally aware of their lack of literacy in their mother tongue, nor of the
implications it may have for future generations. It is also quite surprising to see
how teachers of English shared this enthusiasm.

I: Do you think that that is right, that the earlier you start learning the language is better? 

S: I think it’s quite effective yes: I agree definitely, I have my personal experience with that
as well.

3. The English-Only (Monolingual) Fallacy: When learning English, no
other languages should be used in the classroom.
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Teachers of English are much more aware of how beneficial the use of the
mother tongue in the classroom can be:

Re: It’s much easier if the person speak their own language because it’s much easier to explain
to the kids [.] I think if you are teaching you are supposed to have certain training anyway so I sup-
pose you’d understand that as well.

Nevertheless, the training s/he mentions can be contrasted with the one
offered by many institutions (e.g. i-to-i) (URL: 2002, i-to-i). i-to-i is an organi-
sation which supports people interested in travelling and earning their living by
volunteering and working as English teachers. They provide their own TEFL for-
mation. The only requirement is to be a native speaker.

All this information shows that the fallacies already mentioned are extend-
ed and  generally accepted independently of the profession and the country. Very
often, there is a lack of critical attitude in the ELT towards the norms dictated
by certain institutions. Whether these beliefs were consciously promoted as
Phillipson claims (1992a) or not, is another issue. What is clear is that the falla-
cies are unconsciously accepted. Although teachers of English show a slightly
higher degree of awareness of their existence, these fallacies are present also
within the ELT profession. Teachers of other languages follow the same tenden-
cy. There is little awareness of what these tenets imply at all levels, especially
when it comes to the cognitive processes of learning.

Besides, there is the idea suggested by Phillipson (1992a) that the ELT is,
unfortunately, turning into a business-oriented profession, a mere servant of the
Centre. It is relevant here to mention the following report given by one inform-
ant on the course of the interview. The interviewee agrees with the scholar in
that the ELT profession is a business not as well intentioned as it may seem at
first value:

S: I definitely f: agree to some extent with with with the made on purpose for the dominance,
because [.] I’m involved in the teaching [.] of English as well. And I, I can see, that this is busi-
ness, this is a money making industry and , it’s true. Definitely they are taking advantage of [.] the
need of  the people for for English and[.] they are just investing in that direction. So for this rea-
son they are just, definitely, working hard to: every time to achieve more and improve, and do bet-
ter every time. So , from that perspective, definitively, I can see they are justifying it.

4. Varieties of English

Furthermore, the informants were asked which variety of English was con-
sidered more prestigious, if any. The interviews showed different opinions, start-
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ing by those who, indirectly, point to how RP is preferred, but they do not nec-
essarily agree with that:

Sing: Yeah: that’s that’s one thing that has but then it happens but then even between British
[.] they have a north south I wouldn’t be surprised if you get discriminated because you don’t speak
a certain way that they want. 

Fr: I think the kind of British accent is preferred in: most companies, and that’s why you have
to have that kind of accent xxx I’ve got some friends from Liverpool, and: they have troubles, they
told them, “please, get rid of your accent if you want to pass” [the TESOL course].

It was also very revealing the fact that, having just finished a TESOL course,
s/he did not know what to make of other English varieties and how to deal with
them in the language classroom. It seems that what is lacking in TESOL train-
ing is an awareness of other varieties of English and their importance in the
world. 

There are those who claim that the American variety is normally preferred: 

It: … I know that is English because there’s the strong influence that it really is not English,
English American but, anyway.

I: Is it American English?

It: E: in the scientific community I think there’s a lot of e: American influence.

Ch: I think it’s American English. The influence of America is is [.] is stronger than British
English. 

Nevertheless, others were contrary to this view: 

Re: Well, that means actually, well, no, I don’t think so because in that case everybody will
try to speak English with an American accent, no? which is not the case.

Surprisingly, this person had also been formed in the TESOL environment.
It could therefore be said that Received Pronunciation is more influential in the
ELT profession whereas General American has a bigger influence outside it.

Finally, other respondents show a more open view:

Mc: Flexible, as long as they understand each other.
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Sing: Well, I mean, to me it doesn’t really matter because I mean, put an American and a
British together [.] they could understand each other so I mean, [.] say what ever you want as long
as you know you can more or less understand each other. It’s fine.

Although American varieties seem to be preferred in certain countries and
in certain fields. (In most computer software, the default language is American
English, which favours American spellings, for instance, in academic writing.
NNSs seem to be more relaxed on the issue of standards than scholars are.
Perhaps the condition of being a NNS makes them more aware of Smith’s notion
of interpretability (Smith 1992). They have a more active attitude in the process
of communication since they see it as a double road were two people are engaged
and both have to make themselves clear to the other. 

DISCUSSION

Whether the fallacies enumerated by Phillipson were consciously promoted
or not is another issue not addressed in this research. In any case, we must
analyse them in depth and consider their validity. 

The native speaker

Phillipson (1992a) mentions the primacy given to NSLTs. The research pre-
sented in this paper shows that this is a well-extended belief which is even
embraced by NNSLTs, who are unaware of their own capacities. 

As has been seen, some scholars suggest that the figure of the NS should not
be promoted without a warrant. “Being labelled a NS is of no particular a priori
significance in terms of measuring facility with the language” (Kachru and
Nelson, 1996:79). Standards of language which native speakers do not necessar-
ily possess (e. g. vocabulary, use of grammar) are required to non native speakers,
for instance in the entry to British and American universities or in the ELT pro-
fession. Many teaching jobs —e.g.  at the British Council— favour the figure of
the native speaker even when their education and training might not be the
desirable one (see Appendix 4). When they provide TEFL courses, the quality of
these can be questioned (URL: i-to-i 2002)

The research shows how, very often, NNSLTs see themselves as limited in
comparison to NSLTs. They are not aware of their own skills, such as  accuracy
(vs. fluency), objective knowledge of the target culture, the difficulties that the
target language poses to the students, … Furthermore, these skills are not incom-
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patible with those of NSLTs (Brutt-Griffler and Samimy, 1999) and they should
be analysed in the formation of teachers of English, rather than seeing them as
handicaps. 

The early start, maximum exposure and the English-only
fallacies

As the literature shows, the attitude towards the target language and a bet-
ter knowledge of the students’ own mother tongue and/or other languages can
be crucial in their process of learning English. Therefore, factors such as the
starting age or the amount of exposure to the target language could be of less
importance than what is often thought. Furthermore, if English displaces other
languages because it is used since an early age, then it is expensive, dangerous
and discriminative. Many people do not have access to adequate professional
training because they do not learn languages easily. 

Still, the investigation reveals that the informants, no matter what their for-
mation was, openly accept these fallacies mentioned by Phillipson (1992a).
Teachers of English, nevertheless, seem to be more reluctant to accept the mono-
lingual fallacy and tend to acknowledge the beneficial use of the mother tongue
or other languages in the classroom.

English culture and varieties of English 

The students’ reasons to learn English, their interests and needs should be
carefully considered for the production of materials and the structure of the cur-
riculum. Considering the data gathered in the whole research, students mainly
want to study English due to professional reasons, and this involves communica-
tion with other NNSs. Therefore, no specific culture or accent should be given
preference. We should then talk of English as an International Language or, if we
accept Kachru’s point of view, other varieties of English (Kachru, 1992c). 

Still, few informants were familiar with other Englishes apart from British —
those involved in the ELT environment—, or American —through the influence
of media and popular culture— and the one of their country of origin -if there
was one. This is more distressing in the case of the person who had been prepar-
ing a TESOL course. It was only through their experience of living in England,
that the informants became more familiar with other varieties of English -not
only RP but also other British accents, and various VEs as well. 
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Many informants felt sceptical about the existence of one single standard,
and they do not favour any in particular, as long as there is room for intelligibil-
ity. Therefore, it seems that the ones favouring the existence of standards are NS
scholars (this does snot mean that every NS scholar defends the existence of
standards). Exposition to different varieties in the language classroom seems to
be welcomed on the part of the informants. 

Furthermore, interpretability is more important than intelligibility, and the
former is linked with other extralinguistic factors, such as the knowledge of the
culture behind the language used. Therefore, when it comes to teaching English,
a NSLT is probably a first-hand source of British/American culture, but it would
be little helpful if s/he were not aware of the differences between his/her culture
and that of the students. It could therefore be argued that the best teacher is the
one who has a sound knowledge of both cultures, and who is aware of the dis-
similarities between them.

CONCLUSIONS

The research presented shows that the public opinion is not homogenous
but rather complicated and inconsistent. Although many other conclusions
could be drawn from the research, what is relevant here are those concerning the
ELT.

The ELT profession has acquired certain ideas or fallacies which have
proven to have reached world-wide acceptance. These ideas have also turned
out to be discriminative. These tendencies should be subjected to in-depth
analysis. As Said (1994) argues, more prominence should be given at university
level to the relation between empire and culture —language included. Teachers
of English, independently of their condition of NSs or NNSs, should be made
aware of their own skills and possibilities, as well as of the existence of these fal-
lacies and how they are being unconsciously promoted in the language class-
room.

Considering the role of English as an International Language, it is under-
standable that its native speakers, as any other community would do, want to
safeguard their language. Nevertheless, English, when used at international
level, is not theirs anymore. That is the price English has to pay for becoming an
International Language (Romaine, 1992). British English or American English
cannot count exclusively as the language for international communication. The
importance of other VEs seems to be recognised by many informants. 

If English really belongs to those who speak it at any level, “then the expan-
sion of English in this era of rapid globalisation may possibly be for the better
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rather than for the worse” (Norton 1997: 427). Nevertheless, the use of an inter-
national language in the world should benefit all its users and not just a few.  
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