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 ABOUT LANGUAGE

Jennifer Jenkins from the University 
of Southampton backs it; Mario 
Rinvolucri, a well-known ESL writer 

and teacher, “utterly rejects” it. What do 
they disagree about?

It’s the question of ELF, English as 
a Lingua Franca. A lingua franca, 
according to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, is: “A language that is 
adopted as a common language 
between speakers whose native 
languages are different”.

Over the last fifty years or so, English 
has become the most widely used 
international language in the world. 
It has replaced French, which in its 
turn had replaced Latin. Thomas More 
published one of the best-known books 
of the sixteenth century, Utopia, in Latin. 
Of course he did; he wanted educated 
people all over Europe to read it. Today, 
scientific journals in Russia and Italy are 
largely published in English. Of course 
they are; the writers want scientists all 
over the world to read their work. We 
can all agree that English is now the 
major lingua franca in the world, and 
is used more extensively as a lingua 
franca than it is as a native language. As 
such, it has ceased to be the language of 
the English-speaking peoples, and has 
become a world language. 

So what do Jenkins and Rinvolucri 
disagree about? Before I address that 
question, I want to note the important 
differences between the role of English 
in the world now, and the roles of Latin 
and French in earlier times. A great deal 
of the use of the previous lingua francas1 
was in written texts, which were mostly 
addressed to an educated elite. By the 
early 18th century, literacy in France had 

risen to about 35% (for men; for women 
it was about half that), though we need 
to remind ourselves that the definition 
of literacy was commonly the ability to 
read a short passage from the Christian 
Bible, and in many cases not the ability 
to read long texts. Not many people 
were reading those books, which anyway 
remained prohibitively expensive long 
after Gutenberg invented movable 
type. So Latin and later French were 
the languages of a small percentage 
of educated people with international 
connections – diplomats, philosophers, 
theologians, scientists, and even the odd 
aristocrat. 

English has turned out to be 
quite different. It functions as an 
international language at many levels, 
from diplomacy to pop culture, from 
international business to blogging on 
the web, from literature to sport. Huge 
numbers of people from all kinds of 
backgrounds now use English as a 
communicative tool in addition to their 
own first languages. We are no longer 
talking about the refined, elitist speech 
and writing of the few, but rather of 
the multi-purpose language use of the 
many.

This language, now in use all over the 
world and no longer the possession 
of native speakers, is changing and 
developing all the time. We are now 
so much in communication with 
each other that it seems unlikely that 
English will follow the path of Latin and 
break up into half a dozen mutually 
unintelligible languages (Spanish, 
Italian, French, Portuguese, Catalan 
...), but there certainly are variants, 
especially in pronunciation but also in 

grammar and lexis, in a growing number 
of countries where English is widely 
used. Does all this have an impact on 
what variant of English we should be 
teaching?

And that is what they disagree about.

The “Elfers” (proponents of ELF) take 
the view that learners should aim at 
intelligible communication and not 
native-speaker accuracy. We should 
think about non-native speakers talking 
to each other, not to native speakers, 
and that as teachers we should supply 
teaching tools for that purpose, and 
not worry if people break a few (native-
speaker) grammar rules, collocations, 
colligations and so on, as long as the 
hearer knows what they’re talking 
about. A simplified, cut-back version 
of the language is fine. It’ll have errors 
and infelicities, but it’ll work. So the 
elfers would accept the following non-
standard sentences (taken from Erling 
and Bartlett2):

I am here since two o’clock.
I’m a student for ten years now.
She is looking like her mother.
Mark is having many books.
He is allergic against penicillin.

ELFER or SNAC?  
Which side are you on? 
How much should our teaching be based on native speaker norms, and how much 
on variants? Who owns English? Nick Shepherd wrestles with this thorny question.   
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They do not know how to react on 
the situation.

The “snacs” (seekers after native-speaker 
competence), on the other hand, say 
that all learners should set their sights 
on native-speaker accuracy. You may 
never become a published author in 
English (though more and more non-
native speakers do these days), but you 
should always have a high goal in mind. 
If you choose a lesser goal, you will 
achieve less. 

The snacs have another argument. 
There is no consistent model of ELF 
which we can teach, as most non-
standard features derive from the 
language and culture of the area 
where they appear. Some of these 
features may derive from idiosyncratic 
features of English itself (e.g. the use 
of do and did in question formation), 
but many will come straight from the 
learners’ first language (this is especially 
noticeable in pronunciation, but applies 
also to lexis and grammar).

Both elfers and snacs seem to be busy 
talking about what we teachers should 
do – how we should teach, what 
materials we should use, what our 
attitudes should be. It is true that we 
do need to think about how we should 
behave, and what materials and models 
we should offer in the classroom. But 
we need to include something else in 
this debate: what learners do. 

Learners are a bit like children growing 
up. Children need a lot of help at the 
beginning of their lives, and a lot of 
clear rules to set boundaries to their 
behaviour. And quite a few of these 
rules are only appropriate for children: 
you tell your children not to touch the 
pots on the stove, but you don’t say that 
to an adult. As the children get older, 
they gradually start to make their own 
rules: they touch pots when it is sensible 
to do so. Grown-ups don’t always like 
their children to start making their 
own rules, but the wise grown-up is 
the one who has established sound 
attitudes and principles in the children’s 
minds early on, together with a realistic 
confidence in their own abilities to 
decide how to act, and is willing to let 
them strike out on their own, offering 
a nudge here and there to try to keep 
them productive and safe. They’ll make 
a few mistakes, which one hopes will 

not be life-threatening.  

So it is with learners. When I started 
learning Spanish (which I did informally, 
without many classes), I accepted 
completely what I heard and repeated 
it verbatim, sometimes with hilarious or 
embarrassing results. But as I got up to 
intermediate level, I started to make my 
own judgements about what I wanted 
to say, because I started to notice – 
rather as children do – that some native 
speakers used language a lot more 
effectively  than others. And when I 
reached an advanced level, I started to 
use Spanish productively, saying things 
that I had not heard anyone else say 
ever. That’s what learners do. 

Advanced learners are usually interested 
in expressing themselves in ever richer 
and more complex ways, but they 
want to express themselves, not 
some hypothetical native speaker. They 
always seem to want to get as close to 
educated native speakers as they can, 
while saying things that native speakers 
would probably never say. As you get 

more fluent, so you want to say what 
you want to say, and not what a native 
speaker would say; you come from a 
different world, with different beliefs 
and attitudes, and different know-how. 
When my Spanish became fluent, I 
began to lose interest in being taken 
for a native speaker, because although 
I almost sounded like one (no longer, 
alas!), I always managed to say things 
in conversation that native speakers 
didn’t say. People said to me more than 
once: “it’s not your accent that gives you 
away, or your grammar, it’s the things 
you say”. And that was when I stopped 
caring if people asked me where I was 
from; I was from England, and proud of 
it. I didn’t want to be taken for a native 
speaker of Spanish any more. I wanted 
to be me, and say what I wanted to say 
in my way.

So can’t we leave it to the learners 
to make their own decisions? I can’t 
imagine offering students any version 
of English other than the one I speak. 
Simplified and slowed down at low 
levels, but up to speed and complexity 
as soon as possible. The degree to 
which we correct non-standard forms 
that don’t really get in the way of 
communication should surely depend 
on what students want. We offer our 
students the version of English that 
we speak, with neutral comments3 on 
other versions of the language, and 
we correct them to varying extents, 
depending partly on whether they are 
communicating effectively or not, partly 
on what type of activity we’re doing, 
and partly on what they themselves 



14 Modern English Teacher Volume 20   No. 4

 ABOUT LANGUAGE

want. And what many learners at all 
levels want, as I learnt as an inspector 
of language schools in the UK in many, 
many meetings with students, is to be 
corrected more. 

Good teaching is like good parenting: 
set clear boundaries, and start the 
process of uncoupling when it makes 
sense to do so. Elementary students 
need basic grammar and vocabulary 
facts. And like any other subject, good 
teachers will always say, “This is OK 
for now, but it’s more complicated 
than that, as you will see later”. I don’t 
care whether you’re learning social 
behaviour, car mechanics, astrophysics 
or a language: the same principle 
applies.  

If what the elfers are telling us is not 
to worry about pronunciation as long 
as it is a fully intelligible, to ease off on 
the fine detail of grammatical accuracy, 
don’t be pedantic about all the details, 
don’t mess up a communicative activity 
by fussing over a detail of collocation 
that doesn’t make much difference, 
then I’m with the elfers. But if they’re 

telling us that we should be actually 
promoting a version of English which 
is not used by any native speakers 
anywhere, and contains lots of odd 
usages and cut-down forms, some 
of which will interfere at some level 
with meaning – not to mention the 
credibility of the speaker in the eyes of 
their interlocutor, be they native or non-
native –, then I’m with the snacs. 

But if what the snacs are saying is that 
we’ve all got to learn to speak like 
Professor Higgins in My Fair Lady (sorry 
Bernard Shaw, I mean Pygmalion), then 
I’m with the elfers. Every language 
learner will – and should – retain their 
own accent and way of speaking. I am 
English, she is Korean, you are German. 
Every time we speak, sensitive listeners 
will guess where we are from by our 
accents and our choice of what to say 
and how to say it. That is as it should 
be.  

Actually, I think I’m not really with 
either of them. This shouldn’t be about 
what we think we should teach, but 
rather about what learners want to 

learn. They will have their own needs 
and goals, and our aim should be to 
help them achieve those goals.

Notes
1That’s the plural which the Oxford 
English Dictionary offers. Purists 
may think we should use the Latin 
plural, as they are Latin words, and 
say ‘linguae francae’. I agree with 
the OED, but see also Latin Plurals, 
in the Language Scrapbook section 
of this issue.
2Erling and Bartlett, Making English 
Their Own, http://gupea.ub.gu.se/
bitstream/2077/3147/1/5-2-Erling-
Bartlett.pdf   

3As teachers, we don’t need to ‘sell’ 
one version of English as better than 
another. All versions of English are 
appropriate in their own contexts. 
The best version to offer your 
students is your own. 

Nick Shepherd

Launching ELT 
Research Papers
The British Council has launched a new series of freely 
downloadable research papers on its Teaching English 
website. 

ELT Research Papers is a new, online series of studies from 
real classroom settings which address the big issues facing 
ELT practitioners worldwide. Produced in partnership with UK 
and overseas specialists, the series presents the latest findings 
in key areas of ELT – teaching Young Learners, learning 
technologies, teacher education and more – and provides 
practical recommendations to teachers and teacher educators 
working in a range of contexts and conditions.

John Knagg, Head Research & Consultancy at the British 
Council said: “With this new series we are aiming to work with 
experts to produce good quality research-based articles that 
are both easily accessible and useful to teachers and teacher 
trainers around the world. The first paper is based on a survey 

of  over 4000 practising English teachers worldwide and gives 
new information about what is really happening in the rapidly 
expanding world of  teaching English at primary school level.”

The first in series Investigating Global Practices in Teaching 
English to Young Learners and produced in collaboration with 
Aston University, is freely available to download now

http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/publications/global-
practices-teaching-english-young-learners

The study uncovered a range of factors concerning the teaching 
of English to young learners globally from the perspective 
of teachers involved in implementing these programmes. In 
particular, it shows that many of these factors are commonly 
experienced by teachers across different countries and 
contexts. The paper concludes with five key recommendations 
for future action to support teaching English to young learners.

It is hoped that this new series will prove useful but also that 
it will inspire further studies into the key issues facing ELT 
practitioners today.

For more information, contact John Knagg on +44 (0)161 
957 7410 – or john.knagg@britishcouncil.org 


