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Abstract

This study aims to explore the use of English in four banks in Hong Kong by
investigating the respective communicative tasks new graduate employees perform in
English and Cantonese, the difficulties they have in using English and the solutions
they adopt. It also investigates the differences in the proficiency and use of a range of
English by different levels of employees and the extent to which these differences in
language use are a result of the different types of banks and their corporate cultures.
Two 1llustrations drawn from one of the four banks — a senior managers’ meeting
and the discourses of a British Head of Department on English at the bank — explore
how banks have a specific type of corporate culture and banking Discourse. The
study further examines the types of English language courses these employees
received at university and their views on them. As regards English training in the
workplace, the study aims to ascertain whether the banks provide English training to
their employees and whether and to what extent employees are interested in receiving

such training.

Interviews of 16 employees from four banks were conducted and transcribed, yielding
valuable information about the employees’ work and language use. This was
supplemented by a questionnaire completed by the employees. In one of the banks,
proceedings at a meeting of senior managers and an interview with the Head of the
Corporate Communications Department provided more data on banking Discourse.
The lack of access to the employees’ written documents meant that the interview data

had to be carefully scrutinised to learn what the informants said and how they said it.

The key findings are the following: English 1s used at work 1n interesting and diverse
ways, with 10 employees reporting difficulty in either wnting or speaking in English;
the most common solution adopted by them for overcoming their English difficulties
1s to pass their writing to their supervisors for correction; the four banks represent
different types of banks with different corporate cultures, banking Discourse and use
of English at work; English courses at university are generally inadequate and
unsatisfactory; the four banks do not provide adequate English training to their
employees; and the employees display varying degrees of interest in receiving English

training for work.
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Introduction

1. The aims of the study

The primary aim of this study is to explore the use of English in four banks in Hong
Kong by mvestigating how new graduate employees use English to carry out their
work. The study investigates which communicative tasks these employees carry out
in English and which tasks in Cantonese; what difficulties the employees have in
using English and what solutions they adopt to overcome them. It also investigates
the differences in proficiency and use of a range of English by different levels of
employees and the extent to which these differences in language use are a result of the
different types of banks and their corporate cultures. Two illustrations drawn from
one bank — a senior managers’ meeting and the discourses of a British Head of
Department on English at the bank — explore how banks have a specific type of
corporate culture and banking Discourse. The study further examines what types of
English language courses these employees received at university and their views on
them. In the area of English training in the workplace, the study aims to find out
whether banks provide English training to their employees and whether and to what

extent employees are interested in receiving such training.

2. Reasons for my interest

I have been teaching English — specifically, Business English — for more than twenty
years, the last eighteen years to university students in Hong Kong. One of my major
responsibilities as a Business English teacher at the Hong Kong Baptist University 1s
to design and run the Business English course for first year students studying for the
degree of Bachelor of Business Studies (BBA Honors). This is a compulsory forty-
hour course taught to more than three hundred BBA students every academic year,
which aims to improve their English language skills for business studies and business

communication. I am therefore very familiar with the common skills and topics taught

in Business English courses.



There is the widespread perception today among Hong Kong employers and the
general public that the English language standards of university graduates are not
good enough to meet the needs of the economy. Employers have in the past decade
become increasingly dissatisfied with the English language standards of the university
graduates that they employ (American Chamber of Commerce Survey, 2001; Chew,
1999; Hong Kong Census & Statistics Department Survey, 2000; Hong Kong General
Chamber of Commerce, 2001; South China Morning Post, September, 1999; Standing
Committee on Language Education and Research, 2003: South China Morning Post-
INS Opinion Leaders Survey on Education in Hong Kong, November 2006). The
business sector is alarmed that the poor English standards may cause the city to
become less competitive not only vis-a-vis its traditional rival, Singapore, but even

vis-a-vis some cities in mainland China where standards of English are improving fast

(South China Morning Post, May 1999 and December 2002).

This 1s what decided for me the field and theme of my PhD research: I would study
the English standards of university graduates in the workplace. After further
consideration, I decided to investigate the English standards of bank employees, since
the financial sector 1s one of the pillars of the Hong Kong economy, with Hong Kong
having one of the world’s most developed and modern banking systems, in which the
use of English 1s very important. Given my long classroom experience, I had no doubt
it would be interesting and instructive to look outside the academy to see how

university graduates were faring in English in the real world after leaving the

academy.

Even as my study of workplace English was in the preliminary stages, I had the
opportunity to participate in a large-scale collaborative project conducted by and
across five local universities. It was entitled Teaching English to Meet the Needs of
Business Education in Hong Kong It investigated the scenario within the academy
regarding the adequacy and efficacy of the English courses oftered to undergraduate
students in the Business faculties. The fact that I was teaching Business English
naturally helped. I brought into this project my own preliminary findings about
workplace English. (I refer to this project 1n Chapters 3 and 7.) I can therefore

venture to claim familiarity with both sides of the 1ssue, so to speak.



3. Research strategy

After deciding to locate my research site at the banks, I sent out letters to twenty
banks in Hong Kong in June 1999 requesting their participation in my study. Most of
the banks did not even bother to reply. A few did reply but declined to take part in the
study for various reasons. Fortunately, through my repeated attempts and through the
contact gained 1n one bank, I eventually managed to get the consent of four banks to
participate 1n the study. The collection of data started in the summer of 1999, but
subsequently there were personnel changes in one of the banks involved, and further
access was denied. I also found that I could not control the number of employees who

could be interviewed. The number of visits I could make was also dictated by the

banks.

4. Research techniques

I interviewed a total of 16 employees in the four banks. Each of these interviews
lasted about one hour and they have been transcribed so that there are more than 16
hours of work description and details about the informants’ language use. The
informants were also asked to a complete a questionnaire detailing various aspects of
their work and language use. I used a modified version of the questionnaire used by
Bhatia and Candlin in their study of the communicative needs of legal professionals in
Hong Kong (Bhatia and Candlin, 1998). In one of the banks, I was also given the rare
privilege to attend a meeting of the senior management, interview the Head of
Department for his views about English discourse in the bank, and to generally
observe the work of his department. However, none of the banks granted me access to
any of their written documents. Consequently, I have had to maximise the data that I

was able to collect by closely examining the interview transcripts in order to finely
distil what the informants were saying and how they were saying 1t. I elaborate on

the benefits gained in Chapters 4 and 3.



>. How this thesis makes a substantial and original contribution to
knowledge and understanding of this research topic

This 1s an original and important study because to my knowledge, there is no other
study on the use of English by bank employees in Hong Kong. There have been a few
other studies on banks, but these have looked at management issues and issues of
power relations and distance (Lee, Pillutla and Law, 2000; Lam, Aryee, and
Schaubroeck, 1999). There are a few other studies on workplace language in Hong
Kong 1n other sectors such as the textile and clothing industry (Li and Mead, 2000),
the construction industry (Evans, 1999), and one study on a large multinational airline
corporation in Hong Kong (Bilbow, 2002). Therefore, although Hong Kong’s role as
a major 1nternational financial centre is so crucial, there has been no study specifically
to investigate the English language use and needs of bank employees in Hong Kong.
This study will, I hope, fill this gap. Although my findings cannot be generalised for
all banks 1n Hong Kong, I believe that they do shed light on the situation in these four

banks and may lead to future action to rectify some of the present language

shortcomings.

6. Synopsis of chapters

Chapter 1 traces the various aspects of the historical spread of English across the
world to become the dominant world language today. I first give a personal account
of how I came to learn English as an illustration of the spread of English through
colonialism. I then examine the views of different scholars and their analysis and
predictions for the future (spread) of English. I also discuss how as English has

spread, so different varieties have evolved, challenging the notion of the superiority of

white native speakers as teachers of English today.

Chapter 2 provides the Hong Kong context to my study starting with a brief
background on Hong Kong politics, economy and the banking sector. I then discuss
the education scenario in Hong Kong: both its historical evolution and the present-day

issues such as public examination results in English, the medium of instruction issue,

Hong Kong English, educational reforms, benchmarking language teachers, and



complaints from the business community about the low English standards of

university graduates. Finally, I discuss the debate on falling English standards.

Chapter 3 presents the literature review to put my study in its theoretical context and
to provide a clearer framework from which I can analyse the discourse (1n both capital
D and small d ways) in the four banks. I begin by reviewing the literature on the
various approaches to studying language use with particular interest in narrative
analysis as a means of analysing my interview data. I then provide short discussions
of different studies on institutional talk, discourse(s) in the workplace, business
discourse, meetings, business discourse applications to language teaching, and
language use in the Hong Kong workplace to bring together all the relevant, useful
and usable approaches so that each may contribute towards the methodological

approaches adopted 1n this study and the subsequent analysis of my data.

Chapter 4 discusses the methodology adopted in this study. I begin by restating the
aims of the study and its rationale, as well as my motivation in conducting it. I then
set out my research questions. In explaining the research approach adopted, I discuss
the difficulties encountered from choosing banks as the research site and justify the
methods I employ — the interview used in combination with the questionnaire — and
how they are sequenced in the study. Then I discuss the role of the interviewer and
my interviewing methods with examples from the text. Next, I describe the
difficulties of transcribing the data, the evolution in the presentation of the data and

checks carried out to ensure the data is valid. Finally, I discuss the role of ethics in

this study.

Chapter 5 actually begins the presentation and analysis of the data. I first explain how
the interviews with the 16 employees turned out to be more important although I also
used a questionnaire. After presenting the overall information about the employees 1n
a tabular format I explain the transcription conventions followed by me. Then I
present what may be called a verbatim report on my interviews with the 16
employees: what each of them told me is presented in a particular structured format
and order, the communicative tasks that each performs, in his or her respective

position — both in English and Chinese — are presented in self-explanatory diagrams

which, I believe, are both interesting and revealing. The findings from this section are



summarised. I then discuss the language difficulties of each of the employees and the

solution that he or she adopts for these difficulties. The findings from this section are

also then summarised.

Chapter 6 considers the institutional or organisational context of this study, within the
Hong Kong setting. After briefly discussing the role of a bank in a modern economy,
it examines the four banks that participated in this study to find out the differences in
their corporate culture, international orientation and exposure, staff recruitment, and
the use of English by their staff to perform their duties. The chapter then focuses on
one bank, AB Bank, to explore two illustrations of how banks have a specific type of

corporate culture and banking Discourse. The chapter ends with a brief mention of

some subsequent changes in the Bank.

Chapter 7 focuses on the important issue of training, looking at it from the point of
view of the 16 employees. I quote extracts from the transcripts of my individual
interviews with them to present their views about the English language courses they
attended at university. I also discuss my findings on English training at the four
banks, and the employees’ interest in such training. In view of the unprecedented
recent changes in the workplace, I discuss the literature on training in the workplace
and relate this to my findings in the four banks, and more broadly, to what 1s taking
place in Hong Kong. I discuss the five-university project on Teaching English to Meet
the Needs of Business Education in Hong Kong as an example of what umversities
can do to investigate, identify and rectify existing inadequacies within the academy.
The chapter concludes with my own views: first, on what universities can do for
improving English skills in general and, secondly, what banks themselves (in their

capacity as employers) can (and should) do for improving the English skills of their

employees.

Chapter 8 restates the main aims of this study, and the research questions. Then I
summarise the findings of the study according to the five research questions posed.
This is followed by an appraisal of the study and its methods — the minuses and the
pluses, including the reasons why this study is significant. Finally, I discuss the

implications for practice and further research and emphasise the need for a partnership

between the academy and the workplace.



Chapter 1: The global spread of English
1.0 Introduction

This chapter presents a broad survey of how the English language has come to be
what 1t has become by the end of the twentieth century and at the beginning of the
twenty-first: virtually the global language. 1 begin at a personal level, giving an
outline of how I came to learn English, and then give a brief sketch of the phenomenal
spread of English throughout the world, including the different theories expounded by
different scholars, as well as the various linguistic, cultural and social issues that have
arisen as a result. In regard to the number of people who speak English, I discuss the
concepts of the hierarchy of languages and the three concentric circles of English; I
also discuss at some length the hypothesis that Mandarin could challenge the position
of English as the dominant international language. Next, I discuss the notion of
different varieties of English and in order to have a comparative perspective in which
to view my present study, conducted in Hong Kong, I discuss some of the
contemporary debates about English in Singapore. Finally, I discuss how the
emergence of different vaneties of English as well as the fact that there are now more
users of English outside the inner circle has necessitated a re-examination of the

notion of white native speakers a the best models of users (or speakers) and teachers

of English.

1.1 A personal account

The story of how I came to learn English may provide an interesting 1illustration of
how English has come to be spoken by some 850 million people all over the world
today, a figure that I have obtained by adding all the figures provided by Crystal
(1997) in his book The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language on the number of
people who speak English as their first language, their second language, and fluently

as their foreign language. As a fourth-generation Singaporean Chinese of Peranakan



roots', I grew up speaking Malay, English and Hokkien, a dialect from the southemn
Chinese province of Fujian. Once I started going to school, however, first to a
kindergarten, then to the primary, followed by a secondary convent school run by
Irish Catholic nuns, it was English almost exclusively. This continued all the way up
to junior college level and then, on to several of the best universities in the United
States of America. English was not only the medium of instruction in my entire
schooling experience, it was also the language I used at home with family members
and 1t was, to all intents and purposes, my “first” language. It was Mandarin that I
studied as my “second” language at school. In Singapore, English is one of the four
official languages, the other three being Mandarin, Malay and Tamil (a south Indian
language), but 1t (English) 1s by far the most important. It may be noted that English
1s, naturally, not the mother tongue of the local population, which, according to the
2000 Census of Population, comprises of Chinese (76.8 percent of the population),
Malays (13.9 percent), Indians (7.9 percent) and others (1.4 percent) referring to

Eurasians and Europeans.

My knowledge and use of English were further enhanced when I took a Master’s
degree in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) 1n the US, and
embarked on a career as an English teacher, first in Singapore and then in Hong
Kong. This, in brief, is the story of a Chinese girl growing up in Singapore, a British
colony from 1819 to 1965. It may not be too typical of other Chinese girls growing

up in Singapore in the 1950s, for mine was not a typical fa.mily2 and my father had,

| The term Peranakan refers to the community of ethnic Chinese settlers in the Straits Settlements of
Malacca , Penang, and Singapore, who arrived from the southern province of Fujian, China in search of
better fortunes. They are also sometimes referred to as Straits Chinese or the Baba (for the menfolk)
and Nonya (for the womenfolk). The most distinct aspect of Baba culture today is their language called
Baba Malay. It is a Malay-based creole originally developed from bazaar Malay and it has distinct and
systematic linguistic features. It has many Chinese loanwords as well as Indonesian and English
loanwords. This is the everyday language of the Baba, although the more English-educated ones also
speak English among themselves. The older generation of womenfolk dress in Malay-style sarung
kebaya and their cuisine is a unique mixture of Chinese and Malay food. Other than language, dress
and food, there is not much acculturation with Malay culture. Many of the Peranakan men performed
jobs as intermediaries between the British colonial masters and the local population, and some of them
attained high social status as part of the elite in the Straits Settlements. For more information on the
Peranakan or Baba community, see Clammer, J.R. (1980) Straits Chinese Society; and Tan, C-B.
(2000) Socio-cultural diversities and identities 1n K. H. Lee and C-B. Tan (eds) The Chinese in
Malaysia (pp.37-70). New York: Oxford University Press. For an up-to-date and comprehensive
account on the Baba community in Singapore, see Rudolph, J. (1998) Reconstructing Identities: A
Social History of the Babas in Singapore. Aldershot, Brookfield USA: Ashgate.

2 The story of how my great- grandfather came to Singapore from a village near Amoy in the southern
province of China in the late 1870s after first working for several years in Bangkok i1s told in our famuly



for a brief period in his career, also been an English teacher in a famous Chinese high
school 1n Singapore in the early 1940s.  Yet this personal account of how I came to
learn English and then to make a living from teaching English, provides just one

Interesting example of how diverse the spread of English has been across the globe in

modern times.

I'met my husband while studying in the United States. He is an Indian who grew up
In Penang, another city from the former British Straits Settlements® and part of the
former British colony of Malaysia, and the language we use to communicate with
each other 1s English. Our son has grown up with English as his first language and he
1s studying Mandarin in school as his second language. Thus I have used my life

story to show how the use of English has continued into the next generation.

1.2 The spread of English

The spread of English, like that of other prestigious languages in history, has come
about through various ways like political domination, trade, colonisation and
emigration, education, religion, and the mass media. Between the 16" and 20"
centuries, English was spread by British colonisation, conquest and trade. A militarily
powerful nation may get to establish a language, but 1t takes an economically
powerful one to maintain and expand it. By the beginning of the nineteenth century,
Britain had become the world’s leading industrial and trading country. By the end of
the century, however, the population of the USA (at that time approaching 100
million) was larger than that of any of the countries of Western Europe and its
economy was the most productive and fastest growing in the world. And the USA
spoke English. British colonialism may have sent English around the globe, but 1t
was US economic supremacy and the superpower status of America in the twentieth

century that maintained and promoted the status of English around the world.

Economics replaced politics as the chief driving force.

album entitled Chew Boon Lay — A Family Traces Its History compiled by Ong, C.I., Chew, K. C., and

Chew, E.(2002). - |
3 The three cities of Penang, Malacca and Singapore together formed the administrative unit called the

Straits Settlements during the period of the British colonisation of Malaysia from 1786 to 1963.



There 1s the closest of links between language dominance and power: political,

economic and technological, as well as cultural power. Today, English has penetrated
deeply 1nto the international domains of political life, business, safety,
communication, entertainment, the media and education. Several domains such as the
computer software industry, science, medicine and international finance have come to
be totally dependent on it. Table 1.1 shows how diverse and influential the major
international domains of English are at the end of the twentieth century. All this has
led Crystal (2003) to state that, “the momentum of growth has become so great that

there 1s nothing likely to stop its continued spread as a global lingua franca, at least in

the foreseeable future” (p.x).

Table 1.1 Major international domains of English [slightly modified version of
what 1s found 1in Graddol (1997)]

1 | Working language of international organisations and conferences
2 | Scientific publication

3 | International banking, economic affairs and trade

4~

Advertising for global brands

5 | Movies, TV programmes and popular music

International tourism

7 | Tertiary education

International safety (e.g. ‘airspeak’, ‘seaspeak’)

International law

0 | As a ‘relay language’ in interpretation and translation

-

1 | Technology transter

12 | Internet communication

The eagerness of the rest of the world to use English has resulted In many humorous,
to put it mildly, examples of English use. Bryson (1990) in his chapter “English as a
world language” (pp. 179-195) gives countless examples of funny English (my words)

as the language is used, adapted, nativised, and downright mangled “to make the

23

somewhat obvious observation that English is the most global of languages.” To cite

just one such example, he writes:
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I have before me a brochure from the Italian city of Urbino, which contains a dozen pages of
the most gloriously baroque and impenetrable English prose, lavishly garnished with
misspellings, unexpected hyphenations, and twisted grammar. A brief extract: “The integrity
and thus the vitality of Urbino is no chance, but a conservation due to the factors constituted in
all probability by the appropriate framework of the unity of the country, the difficulty od [sic]
communications, the very concentric pattern of hill systems or the remoteness from hi-ghly
developed areas, the force of the original design proposed in its construction, with the means

at the disposal of the new sciences of the Renaissance, as an ideal city even.” It goes on like

that for a dozen pages. There is scarcely a sentence that makes even momentary sense. (p.
181)

Pennycook (1994) makes an attempt to understand the position and role of English in

the world and how English attained them. This attempt is an exploration of the
implications of the spread of English in its global or universal expansion and its local
contexts. He talks about the worldliness of English. The term worldliness is, of
course, derived from the term worldly, but 1t 1s understood here in a particular and
specific sense, very differently from what we normally understand by that term. By
worldliness, the author primarily means the “cultural and political implications of the
spread of English” (p. 6). To understand the worldliness of English, 1t 1s necessary to
understand English globally. Again, global here means not only around or across the
world, but also in the world, i.e. how English is used in different parts of the world.
Pennycook states that “English is embedded in multiple local contexts of use™ (p. 7)

and “bound up in a wealth of local social, cultural, economic and political

complexities” (p. 7).

Pennycook traces the history of the spread of English through the world and shows
how this process was intertwined with the expansion and consolidation of the British
Empire through the nineteenth century. (There was a more or less parallel process
taking place within Britain—the birth-place of English—namely that of the
standardisation of the spoken as well as written forms and structures of English and 1t
was this standardised version of the language that was disseminated into the world
through various imperial mechanisms.) Specifically citing the example of India,
Pennycook narrates how colonial education and language policies facilitated and

ensured the spread of English in India. In contrast, the educational policy of the
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colonial government in Hong Kong was different, in that it never saw the training of

an elite English—speaking group of locals as an educational and political objective.

A remarkable fact about the post-war world in the second half of the twenticth
century, and now the twenty-first, is that even as colonialism and imperialism
formally ended and former colonies became free nations, the hold of the colonial
language has been progressively increasing, rather than diminishing. Now English is
seen to be making inroads even in China and Japan; in the process, it has veritably
emerged as the international or global language. A commonly held view in regard to
this phenomenon 1s that the spread of English was “natural, neutral and beneficial”
(op.cit, p. 9). As Pennycook explains, it is said to be natural because despite the
initial colonial imposition, the subsequent expansion of English i1s now seen as a result
of inevitable global forces; neutral because English 1s now said to have got detached
from its original (Anglo-American) cultural contexts and therefore is now seen as a
neutral and transparent medium of communication; and beneficial on the assumption
that international communication occurs on a cooperative and equal footing.

However, Pennycook points out that such a view of the spread of English:

needs to be investigated as a particular discursive construct. To view the spread as natural 1s
to ignore the history of that spread and to turn one’s back on larger global forces and the goals
and interests of institutions and governments that have promoted it. To view it as neutral 1s to
take a very particular view of language and also to assume that the apparent international
status of English raises it above local social, cultural, political or economic concerns. To view
it as beneficial is to take a rather naively optimistic position on global relations and to ignore

the relationships between English and inequitable distributions and flows of wealth, resources,

culture and knowledge. (pp. 23-24)

Brutt-Griffler (2002) examines the twin notions of language spread and language
change of World English — a term she prefers as 1t 1s “simpler and more direct” (p.
15) instead of English as an international language, English as a global language, or
English as a world language: terminology which, according to her, 1s “based on and
appropriate to a functional definition” (p. 15) — from the eighteenth century to the
postcolonial era from the socio-political, historical and linguistic perspectives. She

introduces the concept of macroacquisition, which she defines as social SLA (second

language acquisition). Social SLA 1is to be distinguished from individual SLA, the
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traditional way of discussing SLA. The very idea of a language becoming a world
language implies the process of language spread and Brutt-Griffler argues that
language change and spread cannot be successfully explained by the theory of
linguistic imperialism as put forward, for example, by Phillipson (1992). Instead, the
process 1s best explained by her concept of macroacquisition, in which the acquiring
speech community i1s the main actor who brings about this language spread and
change. Through this argument, Brutt-Griffler contends that bi/multilingual speech
communities play a vital role in the shaping of the English language.
Macroacquisition integrates the concepts of language spread and change by viewing
language change as a process of second language acquisition by a speech community,
rather than the individual second language (L.2) learner. It also rejects the notion of
the primary input as that coming from native speakers. According to her, this
approach to World English 1s able to explain how a language can be *“appropriated™
by 1its speakers. She outlines the two ways 1n which a bilingual speech community

can emerge, referring to these two ways as Type A and Type B macroacquisition.

Type A macroacquisition results in the development of a new speech community and
occurs when speakers of different mother tongues simultaneously take part in the
acquisition of a common second language, as in the case of the spread of English
within “second language” settings in Africa and Asia. It takes place in a multilingual
setting in which the acquired language serves as a unifying linguistic resource, the
speakers otherwise belonging to separate mother tongue speech communities.

Examples of nations with Type A macroacquisition of English are Nigeria, South

Africa, India and Singapore.

Type B macroacquisition, on the other hand, transforms a monolingual mother tongue

speech community (or a section of it) into a bilingual speech community. It generally
occurs in a predominantly monolingual setting in which one mother tongue

dominates. She cites speech communities in Japan, Mexico and Jordan as examples

of Type B macroacquisition.

Brutt-Griffler is keen to point out that the two types of macroacquisition, Type A and
Type B, differ from the traditional ESL-EFL (English as a second language-English

as a foreign language) dichotomy. In the macroacquisition concept, the
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differentiation between Types A and B consists not in the functions that the language
plays 1n the given setting, but in whether there is the sharing of a common mother
tongue. lo provide two concrete examples, the Singapore speech community, as an
example of Type A macroacquisition, does not share a common mother tongue, while
the Japanese speech community, as an example of Type B macroacquisition, shares a
common mother tongue. Furthermore, the bilingual speech community that emerges
from Type A macroacquisition shares only one common language (English), whereas
the bilingual speech community that emerges from Type B macroacquisition shares

both languages (English and Japanese). Brutt-Griffler details how the concept of

macroacquisition departs on other counts from other concepts previously used in the

discussion of English as a world language, and her book makes a significant
contribution to the study of world Englishes by providing a useful framework to

explain the changes in English as it has spread across the world.

1.3 English and culture

The British Empire 1s over, but the implementation of English-medium education in
many former British colonies has been accelerating the spread of English to a wider
section of the population. Then again, the international prestige of English and the
popularity of Anglo-American culture have given the English language associations
of status, power and affluence. It 1s fashionable to speak English. According to
Baker and Prys-Jones (1998), communication in English 1s regarded by many learners
of the language as a means of communication to an economic or political (rather than
a cultural or social) end. He cites the example of how when the Japanese speak
English to the Singaporeans, American or British culture is absent from the discourse.
The English spoken, and the behaviour in the interaction, i1s Asian. In such situations,
the stigma of a colonising English is replaced by a positive attitude about the
multinational functionality of English. However, it seems to me that such a situation
cannot hold true for long because as one becomes more and more fluent in a particular
language, one imbibes more and more of the cultural baggage that comes with the
language unless this process is moderated by one’s mother tongue or the learning ot

another foreign language. For example, Pattanayak (1996) points out that in India,
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English is “the carrier of values antithetical to indigenous cultures and results in the

atrophy of cultures” (p.150).

Indeed, in discussing the disadvantages of the use of English, Baker and Prys-Jones
(1998) state that the spread of English has been connected to the decline and death of
many indigenous languages. However, this view is rejected by Graddol (2006), who
states that the spread of global English is not the direct cause of language
endangerment. He argues that the decline in language diversity began before the rise
of English as a global lingua franca, and that English has the greatest impact on
national languages higher up the linguistic ‘food chain’ and not on the languages

spoken by smaller communities of people in different parts of the world.

Some scholars have also pointed out that the dissemination of Anglo-American

culture has caused the weakening and eradication of local, indigenous cultures. The
widespread use of English means that Anglo-American culture, Anglo-American
institutions and Anglo-American ways of thinking and communicating are spread far
and wide to peoples all over the world and of different cultural origins. The dangers
of this homogenisation of world culture are raised by Phillipson (1992, 1998), and
Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas (1996), two advocates of linguistic human rights.

On the other hand, other scholars such as Kachru (1983) see the universal role played
by English as something positive. He says that “for the first time a natural language
has attained the status of an international (universal) language, essentially for cross-
cultural communication. Whatever the reasons for the earlier spread of English, we

should now consider it a positive development in the twentieth-century context”

(p.51).

Graddol’s (1996) view differs somewhat from Crystal’s (2003) and he (Graddol)
argues that “the global spread of English has complex roots and 1s not a simple and
unstoppable process that will lead ultimately to a single, homogenous global culture”
(p.182), adding that “the spread of English creates difference as well as similanty;
creates fragmentation as well as uniformity” (p 182). He stresses that although
colonisation was responsible for the first stages of the spread of English, and provided

a basis for its further global development, in the twentieth century new forces and
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processes came 1nto play. Technological developments, economic globalisation and
improved communications have all played a role in the new global flows of English.
In his latest and recent study, Graddol (2006) points out the unique and unprecedented
role of English in our world today: “On the one hand, the availability of English as a

global language is accelerating globalisation. On the other, the globalisation is

accelerating the use of English” (p.22). Elsewhere he states:

English has at last become (sic) of age as a global language. It is a phenomenon which lies
at the heart of globalisation: English is now redefining national and individual identities
worldwide; shifting political fault lines; creating new global patterns of wealth and social

exclusion; and suggesting new notions of human rights and responsibilities of citizenship.

(p.12)

1.4 English: numbers and circles

1.4.1 A game of numbers

A discussion on English as a global language must necessarily include some figures
on the number of users and comparisons with other major languages in the world,
although it is very hard to establish exact numbers. If we look first at the major
languages in the world today, we see what several scholars refer to as a hierarchy of
languages. Graddol (1997) conceptualises the world language hierarchy 1n the
following way, with English and French at the top of the pyramid even though the

position of French is declining and English 1s clearly the world’s most 1mportant

lingua franca:
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The big
languages
English French

Regional languages
Arabic Chinese English
French German Russian
Spanish

National languages
Around 80 languages serve over 180
nation states

Official languages within nation states
(And other ‘safe’ languages)
Around 600 languages worldwide (Krauss, 1992)
(e.g. Marathi)

Local vernacular languages
The remainder of the world’s 6000+ languages

Figure 1.1 The world language hierarchy

Another way of comparing the world’s major languages 1s in terms of the numbers of
their native speakers and from this perspective, it 1s Chinese (used here to refer to
Mandarin) that sits at the top of the rankings. Chinese will remain the largest
language in terms of native speakers in the world with more than one billion native
speakers. Mandarin is also now enjoying popularity as a foreign language, and
several countries in Southeast Asia are re-establishing their Mandarin-speaking
credentials. Fifty years ago, English was clearly in the second place after Chinese.
Today, however, Spanish has grown to roughly the same size as English in terms of
the number of native speakers. Hindi-Urdu also has roughly the same numbers of
first-language speakers as Spanish and English (Graddol, 2006). Arabic is growing
faster demographically than any other world language and by 2050, 1t will have
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1.4.2 A challenge from Mandarin?

Those who argue that Mandarin will one day replace English as the link language of
the world base their argument primarily on the fact that the Chinese economy is
growing rapidly, with GDP growth rates of about 10% during the past 15 years, which
will eventually allow China to overtake the US and the UK economically, thereby

pushing Mandarin to emerge as a more important link language for the world.

Two questions need to be asked about the tendency to extrapolate the current super-
charged growth of China far into the future. The first is whether it will be able to
maintain 1ts high growth rate, which is a characteristic of an emerging economy
starting from a low base; the second question is whether there is indeed a one-to-one

correlation between the size of an economy and the influence of its language.

Japan serves as a useful control experiment to answer these two questions. Japan too
had fast economic growth starting from the 1950s, to 1990 when its “bubble”
economy burst. The Japanese economy has been in a slow growth mode for the past
15 years and yet 1t remains the second richest economy in the world, just behind the
US and ahead of China. But no one is seriously saying that Japanese is going to
replace English as the link language of the world despite the fact that the world 1s

awash 1n Japanese consumer goods, everything from Sony to Toyota.

What in the end determines the usefulness of a language as an international lingua
franca i1s not the number of speakers, nor even the size of the country’s GDP
compared to the rest of the world, but the desire of the rest of the world to emulate the

economic and social systems of the country where the language originates. English 1s

dominant in the world now because the rest of the world wants to emulate the

economic, cultural and even the political systems that are prevalent in the US. This is

where the power of English 1s derived from.
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Articles in the media about the big increase in young people learning Mandarin in
schools in the UK and the US have led some people to ask whether Mandarin will
challenge the status of English as a global language. An article published in BBC
News, entitled Mandarin learning soars outside China (09/01/2007)* reports that the
figures for UK and US students enrolled in Mandarin programmes have gone up from
Just 6,000 1n 1998 to 50,000 today. There are also reports of the Chinese government
setting up Confucius Institutes around the world to promote the learning of Mandarin.
Newsweek (August 20-27, 2007) reports that Beijing estimates that more than 40
million non-native speakers now study Mandarin worldwide. But as the same article
points out, this figure pales next to the number of people learning English. The article
entitled Even in China, English is King reports that in China alone, some 175 million
people are now studying English in the formal education system. In 2001, Beijing
mandated that English classes start in the third grade (at age nine) instead of in high
school (at age 12), as was the case previously. Schools in many big cities have begun
teaching English at age six. In total, China’s English-language training market is
estimated to be currently a $2.6 billion industry and growing at a rate of 12 percent a
year, as reported 1n the Newsweek article. The Economist (April 12th 2006) gives a
figure of $60 billion a year, the world’s largest market for English-language services
comprising everything from books, teaching materials and tests to teacher training and
language schools. Figures of students learning English 1n other parts of Asia all tell
the same story. In Vietnam, an estimated 90 percent of all foreign-language learners
are studying English. In South Korea, there 1s so much desire to learn English that
there are at least 10 “English villages” where students can practice their language
skills. At one Korean university, English majors outnumber Chinese majors by more
than 2 to 1. In Taiwan, 3 million students now study English 1n i1ts schools compared
with 1 million in 2001. In Japan, 3.6 million high school students are studying
English compared with just 22,000 studying Mandarin. The same picture emerges for
the rest of the world.” Graddol (2006) estimates that by 2010, roughly 2 billion
people will be studying English around the world. All these statistics lead several
experts to conclude that the pre-eminent position enjoyed by English in the world

today will remain for a very long time to come. The same Newsweek article quotes

.//news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hv/asia-pacific/624476.stm (accessed on 15

* Available online at h

August 2007).
> For current estimates of people learning English in Europe and South America, see Newsweek (2007)

Even in China, English is King. August 20-27.
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Stephen Krashen, a second language acquisition professor at the University of
Southern California, who says, “The impression is that ‘Mandarin fever’ is rampant
and spreading, but a close look shows this is an exaggeration. The dominance of
English as an international language is growing.” Another academic, David Nunan,
who heads the English Centre at the University of Hong Kong, is also quoted in the
same article. He says, “Chinese will not challenge English any time soon. English
will remain the dominant global language for at least the next 50 years because of its

pre-eminent position as the language of science, technology, tourism, entertainment

and the media.”

The fact of the matter is that China itself is trying to emulate the business and cultural
systems of the US and is busy transforming its banking system from the “socialist”
model to the US model. In 2006, most of the major banks of China, including the
Bank of China, the Bank of Communications, and the country’s largest bank, the
Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, have been listed in the stock exchanges of
Hong Kong and New York. These banks are employing many consultants to
modernise their banking systems. This being the case, there seems little possibility of
the rest of the world’s financial systems starting to use Chinese as a working
language. Talking about Japan, in terms of assets, Japanese banks are still very large
and come second only to the US, but this has not made Japanese a working language
In international finance. Instead, Japanese banks maintain an ‘“‘international”
department, which is sometimes headquartered in London rather than in Tokyo, to
conduct their international operations. It 1s also interesting to note that German and
Swiss banks such as the Deutsche Bank and UBS respectively, which are large and
well-capitalised and bigger than many banks 1n the UK, also conduct their investment

banking operations, the lucrative part of banking, from London rather than from
Frankfurt or Geneva.

Therefore, it seems clear that English will continue to be the language of commerce
and international finance and its supremacy as the world’s link language will remain
unchallenged. This is one of the main reasons why I have chosen to investigate the
use of English not just in any economic sector or workplace, but 1n the banking sector
in Hong Kong. The literature review in Chapter 3 will highlight the relevant

literature on English in professional contexts, language use at the workplace, and

20



business discourse, against which background my study of English use and discourse

In the banking sector in a Hong Kong context is played out.

1.4.3 The expanding circles of English

It was the sociolinguist Braj Kachru who twenty years ago introduced the useful
notion of ‘three concentric circles’ to describe the global community of English
speakers and the different ways in which the language has been acquired and is
currently used. The ‘inner circle’ represents societies such as Britain, the USA,
Ireland, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, where English is the ‘first language’ of a
majority of the population; the ‘outer circle’ represents societies such as India,
Singapore, Malawi, Ghana and over fifty other territories where English has become
part of the country’s chief institutions, and plays an important ‘second language’ role
in a multilingual setting; and the ‘expanding circle’ represents societies such as China,
Japan, Russia, Greece, Egypt, Brazil, etc. where an ever-increasing number of people
recognise the importance of English and are learning i1t as a ‘foreign language’.
Crystal (2003) points out that the term ‘expanding’ reflects its origins in the 1980s.
Today, a change in the term ‘expanding circle’ to ‘expanded circle’ would better
reflect the contemporary scene. Figure 1.2 shows the three circles as orniginally

conceived by Kachru, with estimates of the numbers in each circle provided by

Crystal (2003).
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Inner circle
e.g. USA, UK
320-380 million

Outer circle e.g.
India, Singapore
300-500 million

Expanding Circle
e.g. China,
Russia

500-1.000
million

Figure 1.2 The three circles of English

Today, however, this model 1s failing to capture the increasing importance of the
outer circle, and the degree to which ‘foreign language’ learners in some countries,
especially in Europe, are becoming more like second language users. Moreover, the
traditional definition of ‘second language user’ as one who uses the language for
communication within his/her own country 1s no longer accurate in our highly
globalised world of contacts in English with other English-speaking peoples all over
the world. Kachru (2005) himself has recently proposed that the ‘inner circle’ 1s
now better conceived of as the group of highly proficient speakers of English — those

who have ‘functional nativeness’, regardless of how they learned the language or how

they use it.
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1.5 Many Englishes?

As English has spread throughout the world, many varieties have evolved, thus raising
the call in many quarters for a standard variety for use in education and international
communication. The tendency has been traditionally to adopt standard British or
American English as the norm, and to use these types in textbooks and in the media.
Also, many of the influential ruling elites of former colonial countries received an
English-medium education and were taught by British or American teachers during

colonial times. Some of them were also educated in universities in Britain and the

USA. They therefore tended to adhere to these standard versions of English and to
regard all other varieties as sub-standard. In more recent times, however, some
linguists have taken the view that the distinctive characteristics of various national,
regional and local vaneties of English should be recognised as legitimate and having
their own stable features and autonomous systems, each with its own particular
grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, idioms, orthography and conventions of use.

All these features represent a distinctive national and ethnic identity.

The case of English in Singapore and the colloquial variety of Singapore English
known as Singlish is an interesting example of this tension between the insistence on
a standard variety of English that is internationally intelligible on the one hand, and
the desire to accept and codify a regional variety that 1s unique to a given nation-state
(or, indeed, to a part or region within a nation-state, such as, for example, an
individual state of India), on the other. Singlish shows a high degree of intluence
from other local languages such as Hokkien, Cantonese, Malay and Tamil. Those
rejecting Singlish claim that is not ‘proper/good’ English. Those who support it argue
that Singlish is part of Singapore’s heritage and has a distinctively local flavour and
its use in literary works keeps Singaporeans in touch with their rich culture. The

Singapore government’s position, however, is clear. Goh Chok Tong, then Prime

Minister, in his address to the nation had this to say:

We cannot be a first-world economy or go global with Singlish.... The fact that we use English
gives us a big advantage over our competitors. If we carry on using Singlish, the logical final

outcome is that we, too, will develop our own type of pidgin English, spoken only by three
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million Singaporeans, which the rest of the world will find quaint but incomprehensible. We

are already half way there. Do we want to go all the way? (1999 National Day Rally Speech)

In another 1nstance, the Prime Minister expressed the hope that the future generation

of Singaporeans no longer speaks Singlish:

Singlish 1s not English. It is English corrupted by Singaporeans and has become a Singapore
dialect....Singlish is broken, ungrammatical English sprinkled with words and phrases from
local dialects and Malay which English speakers outside Singapore have difficulties in

understanding... we should ensure that the next generation does not speak Singlish. (7he

Straits Times 29 August 1999)

This led the State to initiate the Speak Good English Movement (SGEM) on 29 April
2000 in order to “check a trend in which younger Singaporeans are beginning to feel
that it is perhaps a way of identifying themselves as Singaporeans 1f they speak
Singlish” (The Straits Times 31 March 2000). The Singapore government’s stance
that Singlish is ‘broken, ungrammatical English’ and should be marginalised and
made invisible illustrates a case of intra-language discrimination where the State acts
to protect what it considers to be good English and attempts to impose a language

shift on a large segment of the community, even to the extent of engaging in linguistic

genocide (Wee, 2005).

Language serves different functions and the variety of language one chooses will
differ according to the function it is serving. And so it is with Singlish. As a
Singaporean who has lived away from home for more than twenty years, I do
sometimes find it difficult to understand Singlish when I go home for a visit. My
view is that there will be a continuum along which English is, and would be spoken
and used in Singapore, with standard English of a more international variety for use 1n
schools, the media, the workplace and for communication with the rest of the world at
one end, and Singlish in its most up-to-date (for it 1s always changing with the times)
and earthy version for use with family, friends, and in more intimate settings at the
other end of the continuum. Educated Singaporeans will be able to speak and use

English along this continuum, easily switching from standard English spoken with a

Singaporean accent and intonation patterns (more or less strongly accentuated as the
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case may be), to Singlish when they wish to relax with close friends or mingle with

common folks, in acts demonstrating a shared 1dentity and culture.

The Singapore case is an interesting and concrete example of how English has taken
on local forms as it spreads across the globe and is Increasingly adopted as a first or
second language in multilingual societies with other languages operating at the same
time. As Crystal (2003) puts it, “there has never been a language so widely spread or

spoken by so many people as English” (p. 189) and that “the balance between the
competing demands of intelligibility and identity is especially fragile” (p. 190).

Perhaps particularly in terms of English accents, the traditional view is now changing.

For example, Graddol (2006) says:

One of the more anachronistic ideas about the teaching of English is that learners should adopt
a native speaker accent. But as English becomes more widely used as a global language, it
will become expected that speakers will signal their nationality, and other aspects of their
identity, through English. Lack of a native-speaker accent will not be seen, therefore, as a

sign of poor competence. (p.117)°

It 1s also particularly fitting to quote Kachru (1992), who has led a sustained academic
campaign for a non-Eurocentric approach to the study of world Englishes, a term he
and some other linguists coined to refer to the varieties of English found outside the
inner circle. He advocates a re-think towards the teaching of English worldwide,

calling for a two-fold ‘paradigm shift’ in approaches to English studies:

First, a paradigm shift in research, teaching, and application of sociolinguistic realities to the
functions of English. Second, a shift from frameworks and theories which are essentially
appropriate only to monolingual countries. It i1s indeed essential to recognize that World
Englishes represent certain linguistic, cultural and pragmatic realities and pluralism, and that

pluralism is now an integral part of World Englishes and literatures written in Englishes. The

® It does not, however, mean that this more enlightened view is subscribed to by the majority of
learners who commonly express the desire to be taught by someone with blond hair and blue eyes,
traits that they perceive as markers of ‘native-ness’. There 1s a dismaying lack of appreciation of the
teacher’s mastery of English, much less of any ability to evaluate their teaching credentials. For
example, a newspaper article, English school criticized for wanting blond-hair instructors carried in the
South China Morning Post on 12 February 2007, reported that an English-language school in central
Japan posted a recruitment advertisement seeking only instructors with “blond hair, blue or green
eyes”. o R Sy
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pluralism of English must be reflected in the approaches, both theoretical and applied, we

adopt for understanding this unprecedented linguistic phenomenon. (p. 11)

This debate — on which model of English, and whose English, is the best — extends to
the written form too. It may be observed that some of the most powerful and vibrant
literature in English comes from writers such as V.S. Naipaul, Salman Rushdie,
Vikram Seth, Arundhati Roy, Joseph Conrad, Vladimir Nabokov, Amy Tan, Jung
Chang, Chinua Achebe and others who would not, in the traditional view, be

considered “native users” of the language.

According to Brutt-Griffler (2002), the different varieties of English have to be
understood 1n terms of “world language divergence and convergence” (p. 177). She

states:

There are (at least) two contexts defined by speech communities in World English. One is the
local (or national) speech community that plays the essential role in divergence. The second is

the international speech community that forms the basis of convergence. (p.177)

She further asserts that “World English, rather than a variety, constitutes a sort of
center of gravity around which the international varieties revolve” (p. 177) and
because of this “centripetal force”, she thinks that English would maintain 1ts essential

unity despite the emergence of different varieties. I believe there 1s considerable force

in this argument.

It seems quite probable that in the not too distant future, the world will see a new form
of English, what Crystal (2003) calls World Standard Spoken English (WSSE), which
will be used when people of different nationalities and educational tramning
communicate with each other in the international arena, and regional varieties or
dialects of English when they communicate with each other in intra-national contexts.
This WSSE is not something dissimilar from the written standard English that we use
today and which unites writers of English all around the world. Greenbaum (1996)
makes the interesting assertion that although good English is sometimes equated with

correct English, the two concepts are different. According to him, correct English

implies conformity with the norms of the standard language. Good English 1s good
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use of the resources available in the language. He says, “We can use a non-

standard dialect well and we can use the standard language badly” (1996, p. 17).

As English, the global language, is growing — in numbers of speakers, domains of use,
economic and cultural power — two things are happening in tandem: first, the rise of
non-English people who speak English; and second, the decline of the native speaker
of English. Graddol (1999) discusses the issue of decline from three perspectives.
First, there is a simple demographic decline in the proportion of people in the world
speaking English as a first language and this decline will continue into the future.
Second, the internationalisation of English means that now and in the future, it will be
a language used mainly in multilingual contexts as a second language and for
communication between non-native speakers. Third, the decline of the native speaker
also stems from a changing ideological discourse about languages, linguistic
competence and 1dentity. To this I would like to add a fourth perspective — that the
traditional notion of native-speaker is also changing, as people whose parents and
forebears did not speak English but who have been raised with English as their first
language through schooling or emigration to the US, UK, Australia, or New Zealand,
come to speak and use the English as their language, with what 1s now termed as
native-speaker competence. The numbers of such people in our truly globalised
world can only grow larger. Graddol (1999) talks of the current debate about the
‘cult’ of the native speaker: do native speakers have privileged access to an
understanding of the language, and are they therefore more reliable informants and
teachers? He points out that the special status accorded to native speakers 1s long
standing. This i<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>