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What do we understand by ‘development’?

The British Council believes that :
English is critical for countries’ successful participation in the global
economy, that it provides individuals with access to crucial knowledge,
skills and employment opportunities and enables organisations to
create and sustain international links.
It is well recognised that there is a positive relationship between education
and development : for example, if women are literate they tend to have fewer
children, are healthier and are better able to look after and educate the
children they do have.2 But where exactly should we look for evidence of a
relationship between English and development?
First, we need to agree on what we mean by ‘development’ itself. Over the
last sixty years paradigms of development have undergone rapid change,
from simplistic Cold War era expectations that the ‘Third World’ could and
should be persuaded to follow a ‘First World’ economic model in preference to
communism, through a growing awareness of the interdependence of ‘North’
and ‘South’, to the present concern with the relationship between good
governance and poverty reduction.3
Current thinking is that development must accommodate both economic and
social elements :
… economic growth is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for
development. Without redistribution of income and wealth, inequalities
are not going to be reduced, and there is much evidence that it is
inequalities that hurt. Thus, development must be regarded as
synonymous with enhancing human rights and welfare, so that selfesteem, self-respect and improving entitlements become central
concerns.4
The Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen shares this perspective, arguing that
development must focus on the ‘entitlements’ which society grants to its
members and the ‘capabilities’ which derive from these entitlements. Income
per se is not necessarily an accurate guide to an individual’s (or a group’s)
entitlements :
Development can be seen … as a process of expanding the real
freedoms that people enjoy. Focusing on human freedoms contrasts
with narrower views of development. … Growth of GNP or of
individual incomes can, of course, be very important as means to
expanding the freedoms enjoyed by the members of the society. But
freedoms depend also on other determinants, such as social and
economic arrangements (for example, facilities for education and
health care) as well as political and civil rights (for example, the liberty
to participate in public discussion and scrutiny).5
In a word, freedom is essential for development.
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To return now to the question of where we can look for evidence of the
relationship between English and development, one place to start is in the
proceedings of the Language and Development Conferences
(www.langdevconferences.org). Since 1993 these meetings have taken place
approximately once every two years in different places in Asia and Africa and
have provided opportunities for specialists in development, education and
language to exchange experiences and ideas with each other. Just a few of
the conference findings can be seen in Box 1.
Box 1 : Examples of Language & Development Conference findings concerning the
relationships between English and development

•

Laos In an infrastructure project in Laos, funded by the Swedish Government, a decision
was made to include an English language training component for Laotians involved in the
project. It was reported that ‘the Swedish government is not interested in promoting
English language training for its own sake but recognises the benefit for both donor and
recipient countries of having people who can participate in international professional
6
events using English.’

•

Philippines The International Rice Research Institute, based in the Philippines,
commissioned a distance training course – English for Agriculture – for use in its
worldwide network of sixteen research centres because ‘English is the lingua franca of
7
the agriculture research community.’

•

Burma Burma (Myanmar) has over 100 indigenous languages and 34 armed ethnic
opposition groups, ‘a greater variety of insurgent and ethnic armies than perhaps any
other place on earth.’ An exile opposition group, operating along Burma’s borders, has
adopted English as the medium of instruction in the distance education programmes in
Community Management and in Primary Health Care which it provides for local
communities. Why English? So that no particular ethnic group is privileged, thus
8
guaranteeing that each group has equal access to the training on offer.

From these three examples we can already see English being given three
different functions : as a medium for accessing information, as a means of
international communication between researchers and as a neutral language
in a particular multilingual context. These and some of the many other roles
that English is asked to play are examined in greater detail in the discussion
that follows.
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English for employability

Early attempts to explore the relationship between English and employability
struggled to address questions such as :
• What are the economic benefits of English language teaching, in so far as
we can separate them from the benefits of education in general?
• What is the economic cost to a country of deciding to adopt English as a
medium of instruction when English is not the mother tongue?
• Is there an economic cost in deciding not to use English as the medium of
instruction in favour of retaining the indigenous language?9
Some researchers recommended the use of cost-benefit analysis to answer
these questions.10 But others believed that the questions were ‘virtually
unanswerable’ because of differing interpretations of development and
because of the number of intervening variables.11
Three efforts to look at the English-employability and the English-development
relationships, all dating from the early 1990s, are summarised in Box 2.
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Box 2 : Early attempts to explore English-employability/English-development relationships

•

Study 1 One study concluded that it might be possible to judge whether an English
language course has succeeded in helping an individual learner to read or to speak, but it
is much more difficult to show whether that increase in linguistic competence improves
the life chances of the individual concerned. Further, it is practically impossible to show
that there is any impact on the development of the economy of the nation to which the
individual belongs. This is because ‘… the problem in justifying an aid-based ELT
[English language teaching] programme appears to revolve around a paradox inherent in
the inverse relationship between the level of the objectives of a programme and the ability
to evaluate how far the objectives have been achieved; the higher the level of the
objective the less the likelihood of it being capable of being evaluated and hence being
12
justified.’

•

Study 2 Another report failed to find much concrete evidence of a relationship between
English and development. Even where an association could be found it could not be
shown that there was a causal link between the two because ‘The chain of links between
studying English in the classroom and any later economic and human development that
can be uniquely and unequivocally attributed to those English lessons is fragile.’
Furthermore, ‘… it is over-optimistic to hope that [further research] will be capable of
providing an unambiguous estimate of the impact of ELT on educational, social and
13
economic development.’

•

Study 3 Yet another investigation – this time with a focus on the relationships between
education, development and poverty alleviation and the role of language in these
relationships – came to a number of conclusions of which four are relevant here. First,
English plays a role in national economic development whereas community languages
are more likely to play a role in human needs development (e.g. improved health care).
But there is not necessarily any correlation between the former and the latter. Second, an
educated workforce is necessary though not sufficient for rapid economic development,
although identifying what ‘educated’ means – and the role that language competence
plays in it – is extremely difficult. Third, there has been almost no research into the role of
language in education in the context of development and poverty alleviation. Fourth, the
economic case for using English as the medium of instruction is unconvincing because
there have been no studies of the economic costs and benefits of choosing between
14
English and indigenous languages.

More recently, however, researchers have begun to explore alternative ways
of looking at English-employment/English-development relationships. These
are summarised in Box 3. Their findings are generally less inconclusive than
were those of researchers working in the early 1990s.
Box 3 : More recent studies of the English-employability relationship

•

At the individual level, a study informed by both sociolinguistics and quantitative
economics found that, in Switzerland, ‘English language skills are associated with
significant earnings gains on the … labour market. … The wage difference for the top
level of competence can exceed 30%, which is remarkably high. Even at lower levels of
15
competence a little English is always associated with higher earnings.’

•

At the level of a particular industrial sector, it has been shown that Japanese
manufacturing firms take into consideration a number of attributes of potential host
countries when making decisions about where to establish manufacturing affiliates. GDP
per capita is one important variable (since wealthier populations are more likely to buy

The English Language in Development

7

their manufactured products), but other variables include educational attainment and
English language ability. In other words, a workforce possessing English language skills
16
is attractive feature for multinationals seeking new manufacturing locations.

•

Another example of a particular industrial sector is the relocation of call centres, banking
backroom tasks and other IT activities, particularly from the UK to India. Information
concerning the value of call centre and associated work to the Indian economy is hard to
come by, but it is undoubtedly considerable. It is similarly difficult to find detailed
analyses of why it is India (rather than, say, China or Indonesia) which has been so
successful in attracting this sort of work; one study identifies only the high educational
17
level and the relatively low labour costs of the workforce in India , whilst another refers
18
only to education and ‘accent’. Yet it is clearly the case that India has been able to
benefit from this aspect of the ‘international fragmentation’ of services because of the
availability of a workforce which is not only educated but which also (and perhaps even
more importantly) speaks English of a variety which is acceptable to clients in other parts
of the world.

•

At the national level, an investigation of the relationships between nations’ economic
policies and their language education policies compared Singapore, Ireland and Puerto
Rico, all relatively small island nations with strong export-oriented economies but with
very different national language policies. The study concluded that Singapore had
achieved a high level of congruence between its economic policy and its policy on
language education (according to which all subjects are taught through English, although
one of three other languages - Mandarin, Tamil or Malay - must also be studied). Ireland,
which has moved gradually from promoting Gaelic to giving priority to English, is said to
have achieved ‘medium to high’ policy congruence, whereas Puerto Rico, where the
teachers’ unions have refused to adopt English as the medium of instruction, is reported
to have only a low level of policy congruence. The researcher concludes that ‘…
countries pursuing an economic strategy based on exports and the attraction of foreign
capital should adapt their language education policies to the requirements of that
19
economic strategy.’

Early economically driven attempts to identify the impact of English on
development – and, specifically, on employability – were largely unsuccessful.
In recent years, however, research has managed to show that in specific
circumstances English does indeed have an impact on individuals, in
particular industrial sectors and at the national level. It should be noted,
though, that some of the studies reported here have been carried out only in
advanced economies; further investigation is needed to establish whether
similar patterns can be seen in poorer economies as well.20
One major implication of these studies is that a broad-brush approach to the
English-development relationship is probably not very useful. Instead, a more
fine grained approach is required, looking at particular types of economy and
particular sectors of activity. For example, it has been suggested that service
economies are most likely to have a widespread need for English language
skills, whilst in manufacturing economies it may be that only a relatively small
number of personnel concerned with international trade will require English.
Meanwhile, in rural economies the need to possess English language skills
may be limited to a very small proportion of the population.21
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English, international mobility and development

Any discussion of development or of English in the world must consider the
phenomenon of globalisation and, in particular, that of international mobility.
We will look at three aspects of international mobility here : international
tourism, international student mobility and international migrant working.
International tourism
International tourism is already a huge international commercial undertaking.
In 2008 there were 922 million international tourist arrivals. In the same year
US$944 billion (30% of the world’s export of services) was generated through
international tourism. Despite occasional fluctuations in line with world
economic trends, tourism is expected to continue to grow rapidly and by 2020
it is predicted that there will be 1.6 billion international tourist arrivals.22
The importance of English in international tourism is well recognised. There is
a dynamic commercially driven response to the need in the form of English
language training provided as part of tourism training programmes and in the
publication of English language course books designed particularly for those
engaged in the tourism industry.
Tourism is particularly important to developing countries. The United Nations
World Tourism Organisation recognises this importance through its ST-EP
(Sustainable Tourism – Eliminating Poverty) Programme which provides
assistance for the development of tourism in poor, rural and marginalised
communities. Examples of current projects include English language training
for the staff of tourist lodges in Mozambique and for the staff of a complex of
200 caves in Laos.23
International student mobility
The movement of students from their country of origin to universities
elsewhere is also a well recognised phenomenon. In 2008 there were almost
three million international students worldwide, an increase from two million in
just seven years.24
Approximately 45% of the world total of international students are studying in
just four countries : USA, UK, Australia and Canada. These four destinations
are said to be attractive not only because of the perceived quality of their
higher education institutions but also because they use English. Many
international students believe that by studying in one or other of these nations
they will be able to achieve not only the qualification for which they have
enrolled but also an improved degree of competence in English.
A further 27% of international students are studying in France, Germany,
China and Japan. It is likely that many – if not the majority – of these students
are also studying through the medium of English.
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The importance of English in international student mobility has been well
recognised for many years, as manifested in the international English
language competency tests - IELTS and TOEFL - which most receiving
institutions and many visa issuing authorities require students to pass.25 But
further investigation is still required to measure the impact on developing
countries – both economically and in human development terms – of their
young people and early career professionals studying abroad. Are the capital
outflows which are incurred recouped when graduates return to their country
of origin? What percentage of students from developing countries never
return to their country of origin?
International migrant working
The third aspect of international mobility – that of international migrant working
– is much less well recognised compared to international tourism and
international student mobility. There were 900 million people working away
from their place of origin in 2009. (As we have seen above, the total number
of international tourist visits per year at 922 million is almost exactly the same
as this figures, whilst the number of international students - approximately 2.6
million - is less than 0.3% of the people worldwide who work away from
home.)
But in fact the majority of migrants are internal migrants who are moving
within their own countries, in search of work, to avoid conflict or to escape
from natural disasters. Only about 70 million people (7.8% of all migrants)
originate from developing countries and work in developed countries.
According to the United Nations Development Programme :
… development and migration go hand in hand : the median emigration
rate in a country with low human development is below 4 per cent,
compared to more than 8 per cent from countries with high levels of
human development.26
In other words, mobility is a freedom (an ‘entitlement’, in Sen’s argument)
which is enjoyed to a much greater degree by the populations of highly
developed countries. The populations of less developed nations experience
much higher barriers to international movement.
The value to the economies of their home countries of the remittances sent
home by the 70 million migrant workers from developing countries is
extremely significant. The total was estimated to be in the order of $192
billion in 2007, equivalent to four times the total amount of official aid received
by developing countries.27
But what are the implications for English in all of this? A study using
extensive census data for male migrants in Australia (and supplementary data
from the USA, Canada and Israel) examined the relations between migrants’
language skills and their earnings. It was found that :
• The more a migrant has used the ‘destination language’ (English in
Australia and USA, English or French in Canada, Hebrew in Israel) in their
home country before departure the greater their fluency tends to be in their
destination country.
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The higher the level of schooling reached by a migrant in their home
country the greater their fluency in the destination language tends to be in
their destination country.
• The younger a migrant is when they leave their home country the greater
their fluency in the destination language tends to be in their destination
country.
• Fluency in the destination language is associated with higher earnings (9%
higher in Australia, 11% in Israel, 12% in Canada, 17% in USA).28
On the basis of these findings it is possible to estimate the rate of return to an
investment in developing the language skills of potential or recently arrived
migrants : 9%-18% for Australia, 11%-22% for Israel, 12%-24% for Canada
and 17%-34% for USA. The younger the migrant at the time of arrival the
higher the rate of return will be.
•

Now let us bring together the findings regarding migrants’ remittances with the
conclusions from the study of migrants’ target language competence and level
of earnings. We can see that by providing target language improvement
opportunities to migrants before they leave home or soon after arriving in their
country of destinations it is likely that they will be able to make a greater
contribution to the target country economy, their earnings will be higher, the
remittances they send home will be greater and the economy of the
developing country from which they originate will benefit to a larger extent.29
-0In all three aspects of international mobility (tourism, students studying abroad
and people moving abroad to find employment) English has been shown to
play a crucial role. There is general consensus regarding the role of English
in the first two of these areas, but the role of English in international migrant
working has received relatively very little attention.
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English as a key for unlocking development
opportunities and accessing crucial information

The role that English plays in facilitating access to information and to
development opportunities is well recognised but is worth restating here. It
can be illustrated with the three items of evidence in Box 4, all of which come
from Indonesia.
Box 4 : Evidence of the importance of English in enabling access to development
opportunities

•

Anecdotal evidence indicates that in the early 1970s only 10% of the World Health
Organisation scholarships for postgraduate study abroad which had been allocated for the
health profession in Indonesia could actually be utilised. The reason was that so few of
the potential scholarship holders had an adequate level of English. The developmental
impact of this state of affairs was serious as it meant that Indonesia was losing 90% of the
opportunities which had been given to it by the international community to develop the
public health and specialist skills of its doctors.

•

In 1985 only 40% of the overseas training opportunities for Indonesian civil servants were
being utilised because candidates could not achieve acceptable scores in English. The
implication of this finding was that - over a period of three years and across the country 30
over 5,000 person years of training were lost.

•

In 2005, following the earthquake and tsunami which devastated Aceh, a consortium of
UK universities established a scholarship fund to enable recent graduates and young
lecturers from the two state universities in Aceh to take Masters degrees in Britain. The
objective was that the scholarship holders, on their return to Indonesia, would replace the
senior academic staff of their institutions, hundreds of whom had been lost in the
earthquake and tsunami. Fifty-five scholarships were made available, but it was soon
found that there were few candidates who satisfied the UK institutions’ English language
competence requirements. The Indonesian government stepped in and provided funding
to enable all candidates to take intensive English language preparation so that, by 2010,
all the scholarships had been used. Without the availability of this language training
candidates would not have been able to study abroad and the recovery of the Aceh
31
universities would undoubtedly have been much slower.

A very different – but crucially important – aspect of accessing information
concerns the interpretation of scientific findings and communicating them in a
meaningful way to communities who are likely to be affected by these
findings. The UK Enhancing Learning & Research for Humanitarian
Assistance (ELRHA) Project is currently sponsoring research to investigate
how a local non-government organisation in Sumatra, Indonesia, interprets
scientific research concerning the likelihood of major seismic events in the
area and passes this information on to local communities in such a way that
they can make informed decisions about appropriate action :
A greater understanding of how agencies access, absorb and respond
to scientific research pertaining to geophysical hazards could
potentially lead to the implementation of mechanisms which have long
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term benefits towards the development of more robust mitigation and
preparedness procedures.32
The scientific research referred to here is published in English whilst
communication with local communities takes place in local languages.
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English as an impartial language

In certain institutional and national contexts where inter-group rivalry is
severe, to the extent that development is hindered, English has been given
the task of acting as a ‘link’ or neutral language. In this way, it is hoped, interethnic tensions and frustrations can be eased and the energies of the
institution or country can be focussed on development.
We have already noted the decision by a non-governmental organisation
working on the borders of Burma to deliver community development training
through English. Three more examples follow, in Box 5, in which English has
been proposed as an impartial language, starting with Afghanistan and then
moving to Sri Lanka and Algeria.
Box 5 : Contexts in which English has been proposed as an impartial language
33

•

Afghanistan is linguistically diverse, with a population of 27 million speaking 48
34
languages. The student body of Kabul University reflects the country’s linguistic
diversity, but until recently the only medium of instruction used in the university was Dari,
the language of only about a quarter of the population. In 2006 the Chancellor of the
University, Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai, announced that by 2014 or 2015 the University was
to become an English medium institution. English was selected not only because of its
value in enabling access to science but also because it is seen to be neutral for all ethnic
35
groups. This is a bold initiative, but it is still too early to judge whether the University will
succeed in implementing the policy or – if implemented - what impact it will have.

•

Sri Lanka has two major languages, Sinhala and Tamil. The 1987 revision of the
country’s Constitution states, ‘The Official Language of Sri Lanka shall be Sinhala. Tamil
36
shall also be an official language. English shall be the link language.’ Conflict between
the two ethnic groups has been intense and long lasting and it has acted as a major brake
on national development. At least three development projects in recent years have
attempted to facilitate communication between the ethnic groups through the neutral
medium of English. The Primary English Language Project, among other activities,
37
produced textbooks with positive images of all three demographic groups. The Training
for Language Teaching Communities Project aimed to improve community cohesion with
38
English as a conflict mitigation tool. And the current Performance Improvement Project
for Good Governance and Conflict Transformation works with the Northern and Eastern Provincial Councils to encourage English as a link language and a tool for conflict
39
transformation.

•

The majority population of Algeria speak Algerian Arabic, but the country also has 17
40
other languages. Since independence in 1962 the country has experienced great
difficulty in reconciling the demands of the traditionalists (the ‘Arabo-Islamists’, who
believe that Arabic should fulfil all functions in society) and the modernisers (who believe
that French – the former colonial language - and Arabic have complementary roles to
41
play). In the late 1980s the Algerian government considered the possibility of
introducing English as a school subject in primary schools or even as a medium of
instruction, as an alternative to French. It was felt that English as a historically neutral
language in the Algerian context would be able to play the modernising role that was
hoped for from French but without the colonialist and non-Islamic associations that
French had. In other words, it was hoped that English would be acceptable to both the
traditionalists and the modernisers. If a reconciliation between these feuding parties
could be achieved then the country would be able to devote itself to the pursuit of the
economic and social development which it so urgently required. This radical proposal
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was never implemented, but between 1993 and 2003 English was offered as an
alternative to French as the first foreign language in schools.

The case studies in Box 5 demonstrate that, in a small number of institutional
and national contexts, English has had ambitious new developmental roles
thrust upon it. In each case it is intended that, through the adoption of English
for certain functions, communication between rival groups should become
easier, thus helping to create a context which is more conducive to national
development. In Afghanistan, Burma and Sri Lanka, it remains to be seen
how successful these efforts will be, whilst in Algeria a very modest degree of
success has been reported. 42

The English Language in Development

6

15

Some conclusions

English plays many roles in development
We have seen that English plays many roles in development, by, for example,
• increasing individuals’ employability
• enabling international collaboration and cooperation
• providing access to research and information
• facilitating the international mobility of students, tourists, workers and
others
• facilitating disaster relief and disaster preparedness
• acting as an impartial language in contexts of disharmony.
English is very powerful, but …
English, then, has many significant and influential roles to play. But we must
avoid hubris, for a number of reasons.
•

First, important as it is, English does not provide all the answers. In
particular, special care must be paid when policies regarding the medium
of instruction in primary education are being determined. Despite what
appears to be widespread parental demand for the use of English in
primary schools, there are very strong arguments for making sure that
children achieve literacy in their mother tongue first. Furthermore, if
English is to be used as a medium of instruction at a later stage in a child’s
education, then the child must be helped to move gradually towards that
stage rather than being faced with a sudden shift from one language to
another (for example at the transition point between upper primary and
lower secondary).43 Mother tongue literacy development may also have
considerable empowering benefits for adults and may have an immediate
impact on individuals’ ability to participate in the informal economy.44

•

Secondly, we must not forget that English is not the only international
language. There are several others which are also used for international
communication (Arabic, Chinese/Mandarin, French, Fula (Fulani), Hausa,
Malay, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish and Swahili, for example), although
English probably has a wider reach than any of these.

•

Thirdly, there is some evidence that when English is selected as the
medium for international communication (for example, within a
multinational company) significant communication problems may be
experienced.45

•

Fourthly, English is sometimes said to be the language of the internet.
This may indeed have been the case in the early years of the internet, but
it is now clear that other languages are increasingly widely used. A survey
of more than 3200 internet home pages in 1997 found that 82% were in
English, 4% in German, 2% in Japanese and another 2% in French.
Chinese did not appear in the list of home page languages found.
However, another study the following year showed that fewer than half of
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new websites were using English46 whilst a further survey found that by
2000 English was used in fewer than 10% of websites in Latin America.47
It has been predicted that, in the not too distant future, Chinese will be the
most common website language.48
•

Fifthly, whilst there is a huge amount of goodwill towards English in many
parts of the world, there is a risk that this goodwill may be squandered
through the association with the ‘war on terror’ which the language is
beginning to develop in the minds of some observers.49

We don’t yet know enough
• Despite the considerable sums of money spent on development projects
(including English language projects) there are very few studies of their
long term impact.50 In other words, we still have relatively little information
about the influence which English language teaching has on individual and
national development. Even when the impact of development activities is
investigated the role of language is often ignored or taken for granted.
•

There is therefore an urgent need for more research. What is the reality
behind the rhetoric of ‘English for development’? What are the long-term
benefits of learning and possessing English, for a nation, for communities
and groups within the nation and for individuals within those communities?
What are the side effects and what are the risks? This research should be
carried out collaboratively by a team of specialists in language, education,
development and economics (or at the very least a language education
specialist working with a development economist).

Finally
Acquiring real competence in English is a privilege which in many contexts
seems to bring with it many of the ‘entitlements’ and ‘freedoms’ which are
attributes of development. However, ‘access to English is far from equally
distributed’51 and even well-intentioned efforts to promote English for
development purposes may end up being restricted to a privileged elite.
Returning to Sen’s formulation of development which we considered at the
beginning of this paper, any ‘entitlement’ to English as a passport to
development must be strictly available to all who desire it, otherwise it
becomes a means of barring access to the less privileged.52
English undoubtedly plays a major role in various aspects of development.
Nevertheless, it is important that we should not exaggerate the importance of
English nor should we undervalue the importance of other languages. We
must temper our enthusiasm for English with a sense of responsibility towards
those who do not have easy access to it.
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