Letter published in the IATEFL magazine, January 2001, about the importance of literacy, and bilingualism.

The current correspondence about the status of English, with Phillipson defending his line and Morris learning his fifteenth language, is useful in that it serves to highlight the issue of what we are all doing with language in general. Clearly there is a certain guilt associated with teaching English, especially when it is related to global capitalism, exploiting developing countries, used in a manipulative way to pull the wool over the eyes of non-fluent speakers and listeners, and seen as an ‘easy ride’ for monolingual (and insensitive) English speakers.

Phillipson mentions the work of Pennycook and Graddol. Pennycook (in The Cultural Politics of English as an International Language, 1994, Longman) explores the implications of the spread of English in both its global expansion and its local contexts’ (page 2); Graddol writes about English in the 21st century and concludes (in ‘The Future of English?’, 1997, The British Council) that: ‘The indications are that English will enjoy a special position in the multilingual society of the 21st century. . . This, however, does not call for an unproblematic celebration by native speakers of English. (…)  (The global elite will speak English) and will also speak at least one other language – probably more fluently and with greater cultural loyalty.’ (page 63). 

How can we cope with these issues? After a lifetime as an ELT professional, my unequivocal conclusion is that literacy and bilingualism are the solution. In a world of aggressive marketing, news reporting, sophisticated technology and communications, most of it taking place in English, then a high level of literacy is vital in order to be able to understand what is really going on behind the scenes, and to read books (such as Pennycook’s and Phillipson’s) to grasp the details of how we are manipulated. Many native English speakers do not have the levels of literacy (or interest) to read such books, and we cannot change human nature’s age-old fascination for money and power.

The most important issue for teachers to campaign on (and win) is to establish sound second language and/or bilingual education programmes so that second language students are literate.

Biographical note: Maurice Carder has worked in Spain, Iran, Portugal, Greece, Mexico, England, Germany and Austria. He has headed the ESL & Mother Tongue Department at the Vienna International School for 20 years. He has also written about ESL and bilingualism in international schools.

