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Do as the non-natives
do in business English

Clarity not idiom Sﬁo&@i in international arena

i@ IAN BADGER
writes

n the European workplace

English is spoken predomi-

nantly by non-native speakers
of the language who opt to use Eng-
lish for communication purposes.
This is not through any particular
desire to emulate a British or Ameri-
can culture but simply because Eng-
lish is the language which is most
likely to be understood by a large
number or work contacts in differ-
ent countries.

There is no point in encouraging
employees of companies with little
or no direct native-speaker contact
to use complex structure and idi-
omatic language if other employees
will not understand. Native-speaker
managers working for these compa-
nies also need to be aware of the need
for clarity. The native speaker is of-
ten outnumbered by non-native
speakers in such international or-
ganisations and he/she will not be
thanked for obscuring a message by
using complex language. Idiomatic
terms often cloud issues and make
for secret codes that non-natives find
disagreeable and insulting.

As teachers for the workplace, we
need to help learners to express
themselves clearly in language which
will be widely understood and to be
sensitive to linguistic diversity so that
they can understand the language of
different language groups, both na-
tive and non-native. If learners have
only had access to a narrow model
of British or US English at school,
they will have difficulty in under-
standing the range of native and non-
native accents which they encoun-
ter in their everyday working lives.

The demands placed on teachers
of business English of course go be-
yond helping with clarity and com-

prehension. We are often expected
to help with issues we feel poorly
equipped to deal with; for example,
our experience of how to write com-
pany brochures, annual reports or
technical manuals is likely to be very
limited and we are unlikely to have
the necessary skills to advise on ne-
gotiating techniques. The reality is
that many teachers have never
worked in business and have no idea
about arcas such as meeting proce-
dures, order processing and the com-
plexities of budgeting. We need to
recognise what we can do and what
we cannot do to help our learners.
The following is a brief checklist
for the teacher who is working with
learners who need or who will need
English in the European workplace.
B Be interested in the business world
- if you are not, you should prob-
me not be teaching business learn-
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B DAVID EVANS
writes

THE LANGUAGE of business in the
1990s is casy to parody. After all,
this is the nanosecond nineties, isn’t
it? A whole new era, in which every
problem has become a challenge and
every office cleaner a business unit.
This is the dawn of a new epoch
when business re-invents and revo-
lutionises for a new, profit-centred.
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age to camouflage a lack of meritor
substance in the products or services
they're selling. But any such cyni-
cism shouldn’t detract from the im-
portance of two key messages.
Firstly, the sudden frenzy of new
business language shows that busi-
ness has stopped being dull. I's no
longer thought of as the grey, dry-
as-dust subject it was even five years
ago. Secondly, it may well be that
the new business language is a genu-
_:o E:_ _necessary response to

o dinitanl

- which they have - the reality.c

B Know your limitations. If you do
not know the answer to a question,
do not bluff but find out how to get
the answers your learners need.

B Use language teaching materials
which reflect the world of business
and which present and teach the
language which your learners will
need on an everyday basis.

B Use materials which help you to
understand the everyday business
world, where your questions are an-
swered in Teacher’s notes.

B Be open to linguistic and cultural
diversity. Do not focus totally on UK
business practice if, for example,
your learners have no dealings with
and no particular interest in the UK.

B Spend time in companies if pos-
sible - get to know the business cul-
ture of your learners’ companics
and the real communication needs

surprising. Make video/audio Te-

|

cordings within companies if you can.
B Study company literature to under-
stand as much as you can about prod-
ucts and services.

B Keep us up to date. Language needs
in business are ever-changing - wit-
ness the explosion in the use of elec-
tronic mail in recent years, the use of
video conferencing in many busi-
nesses, the future use of video phones.
As teachers we need to be aware of
changes in communication needs.

B Be aware of your learners’ work-
ing patterns and opportunities for lan-
guage study. For many years regular
lessons can be difficult to attend -
home study whether by traditional
books and cassettes or by CD ROMS
and downloaded Internet pro-
grammes may be the only option over
a long period of time.

B Do not be dogmatic. Sometimes a
company’s “own” English may have
to be tolerated. A Swedish company
I work for uses the word “backlog”
through their company literature syn-
onymously with “order book™. The
word is used by British, American
and Canadian employees of that com-
pany. We need to ensure thatemploy-
ees of the company understand the
normal meaning of the word “back-
log” but we can also accept that they
can be “proud of their order backlog™
within their own company context. If
they were “chuffed about their strong
order book™, no-one in the company,
apart from the very small number of
UK sales personnel would actually
understand what was being talked
about.
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B VICKI HOLLET
writes

ORDINARY CONVERSATION is
the predominant medium of inter-
action in the social world. We use it
to raise our kids, make friends and
in love. And then there’s busi-
ness conversation, the talk we use
(o strike deals, work together and
get jobs done.

This is what business English
ctudante want to learn hut how is it

the pictures. But say the same thing
to a green grocer when you are shop-
ping for lettuces and 5@% will think
youmean “I'll take it”. After all, cus-
tomers are supposed to buy and shop
assistants are supposed to sell. It's all
rather curious if you think about it
because it means we often don’t need
to say what we mean in order to get
jobs done.

Power g:oi; the talk in business
too. When we’'re chatting to our
friends we don’t expect everyone to
be eaually knowledgeable and in-



