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The sound of global English
Now that English has become the world’s lingua franca, scholars are debating how the language should be taught

S

ince the fall of the Berlin Wall and
China’s entrance into international economic markets, English has become a truly global language. Covering the five continents and
cutting across social classes, English is
now the lingua franca of the world. It is
estimated that between 1.5 and two billion people in the world now speak English and that of those only about 450 million are native speakers.
This emergence of English as an indispensable tool for cross-cultural communication has led to a new term being
coined: English as an International Language (EIL). EIL takes account of the current status and functions of the language.
One of its leading theorists, David Graddol, interviewed by Catalonia Today
some weeks ago, says that we need to assess the impact that the use of English by
speakers from different language backgrounds may have on the development of
the language. One certain effect, notes
Graddol, is that the native speaker’s position as “sole representative of the language” is being seriously questioned. The
current far-reaching spread of English
has led to a growing assertiveness among
non-native speakers that “English is now
their language too, through which they
can express their own values and identities, create their own intellectual property and export goods and services to
other countries,” he says. Non-native
speakers, then, are people from different
cultural backgrounds who use English as
an empowering global communication
tool.
As a result of these scholarly debates,
several voices within the English teaching
world have asked whether EIL might
require a new approach to English within

dromou claim that for learners “prestige”
varieties are in fact the most useful because they are more neutral and consequently, more intelligible. Models that
are not useful for learners are regional or
“informal” varieties of English that are
too local or restricted in scope.

Theorists may
be embracing
International English
faster than students,
who prefer a
native-speaker
language model
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instructional settings. If the nature of
English is now that of an international
language, what are the implications for
the language classroom? In other words,
what teaching practices position and define English as an international language
as opposed to English as a foreign language?
For the Swedish professor of English
Marko Modiano, positioning English as
an International Language means adopting an international frame of reference
for the language rather than a nationstate centred view in which the only linguistic and cultural points of reference
are those of a country where English is a

native language. This, in turn, implies
questioning some of the ingrained beliefs
and goals that dominate the profession in
Europe. For example, is it worth setting
near-native proficiency as the ultimate
goal of English-language learning? In
many cases learning English has no integration motivation, so why pressure students into attaining near-native proficiency? Modiano argues that in Europe
English learning is still rooted in the
ideology of integration motivation, nearnative proficiency and educational standards based on a “prestige” variety,
namely Southern British English.
However, authors such as Luke Pro-

So, we can see that there are different
views as to what teaching EIL means. For
their part, what do learners of English
think? There are already a number of
studies of learner perceptions towards
native-speaker norms and international
English and the results are somewhat
paradoxical. While valuing a classroom
approach that presents English as belonging to a broad range of cultures, a
majority of students show a clear preference for a native-speaker language model
and push themselves towards native
speaker oral skills. These results seem to
indicate that theorists might be embracing International English faster than
learners are.
Nevertheless, there is a fundamental
agreement among all those involved: the
nature of English has changed and this
requires new conceptual groundwork
and possibly a modification in Englishteaching approaches.
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t was early in the morning of the
second day of May 1945. Three Russian soldiers entered the building of
the Reichstag, for so many years the
centre of political power in a city that
once was proud and invincible, defiant,
bullying, arrogant; Berlin. Now clouds of
thick, acrid smoke and flames rose everywhere, the result of a hurricane of fire.
The Soviets had hurled thousands of artillery shells into the city since the start of
the big offensive to destroy during ten
days previous. Allied bombers had
dropped thousands of bombs. Destruction was everywhere. Death was everywhere. And also pain, desperation,
hunger. It was a city almost obliterated.
The three soldiers went up to the roof

of the emblematic building carrying a red
flag with a simple star and the symbol of
the Communist Party: the hammer and
the sickle. There were fires everywhere,
broken windows and furniture, shouting
and confusion. The soldiers reached the
top of the building and unfurled and
planted the flag. In the streets below military vehicles, tanks, dead bodies, rubble,
and a few bewildered bystanders who
were accidental witnesses of a very symbolic gesture.
Sometime afterwards Marshall Zhukov, chief of the Soviet General Staff,
called Stalin from Berlin and told him
that the city had surrendered. And Stalin
himself told the news to the world.
Everywhere, newspapers were prepar-

ing special editions. Like this one from
the Chicago Daily Times: Extra!, Extra!,
Berlin falls to the Russians!.
In an urgent dispatch from London the
newspaper reported the following: “Premier Stalin announced tonight the fall of
Berlin. The announcement of the complete conquest of Berlin was made by the
Moscow radio which declared that
70,000 Germans had been captured in the
clean up of the city. The battle of the German capital began April 21. Stalin’s order
described the capital as the centre of German imperialism. He said the German
garrison defending Berlin had laid down
its arms today and resistance has ceased”.
It was the beginning of the end of the
war. At least in Europe.

