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Why should a learner of English in Pontianak have to learn to speak the English spoken by a 

well-educated native speaker of English in Cambridge? And why should a learner of English 

in Lima be corrected for not speaking English like the East Coast American teaching her? And 

most importantly why should a learner of English in Paris fail his examination because he 

speaks French English with a strong but internationally intelligible accent? 

As I said in Tomlinson (2021, p. 641): 

All over the world, learners of English are being tested on a variety of English they 

do not and never will speak. They are being tested on British English or American 

English and not on the Singapore English or Brazilian English or the International 

English that they speak. These learners are also being assessed on their ability to do 

what they are unlikely to need to do and they are not being tested on their ability to 

do what they are likely to need to do. 

The problem is that the assumption that so-called standard varieties of English are the 

only correct and acceptable varieties still persists. It still persists in the attitudes and 

products of language planners, curriculum developers, materials developers and 

assessors. And therefore it still persists in the attitudes and work of publishers, teachers 

and teacher trainers. And sadly it still persists in the minds and aspirations of learners of 

English throughout the world, who can communicate successfully with other speakers of 

English from their country and from other countries around the world and yet feel (and 

are told) that their English is inadequate because it does not match the native speaker 

models they are instructed to emulate. 

What is a native speaker anyway? There are so many varieties used by first language 

speakers of English and many of them differ dramatically from the others. How similar 

is Texan English to Australian English, Geordie to New Zealand English, Scouse to South 

African English? And which variety should language learners emulate? Surely what 

matters is that for a variety of English to be acceptable it should be mutually intelligible 

with other varieties of English and that its users can communicate effectively with users 

of other varieties both regionally and internationally. 

I am a native speaker of English from Lancashire in the north of England and yet I was 

told by my English teacher at school that I would need to have elocution lessons to learn 
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to speak RP if I was to succeed in a teaching or academic career. I refused and was turned 

down by the BBC and by the British Council when I applied for posts with them and 

many years later I was turned down for a post at a university in Hong Kong because I did 

not speak with an RP accent. Yet I have taught, trained teachers and lectured in English 

in Nigeria, Zambia, Vanuatu, Indonesia, Japan, Singapore, Oman and Malaysia and I have 

given conference presentations in English in over seventy countries. In doing so I have 

communicated in English with speakers of very many different varieties of English. In 

most cases I have understood them and they have understood me. Too often though I have 

been given undue esteem and respect simply because I am a native speaker and they are 

not. That is something I would like to see come to an end and be replaced by equal respect 

for speakers of any variety who can communicate effectively. 

I am not advocating teaching learners a specific variety of English. What I am advocating 

is gradually exposing learners to multiple differing varieties both native and non-native 

and providing multiple opportunities for learners to communicate purposefully and 

meaningfully in English with interactants from their own communities, from 

neighbouring countries and from around the world. I am also advocating assessing 

learners not on their ability to mimic a native speaker of English but on their 

communicative capabilities and their facilitating skills (e.g. accommodation, clarification, 

exemplification).  

For full details of what I am advocating for the learning and assessment of English as a 

second language see Tomlinson (2006; 2021). It could all be summed up though with the 

recommendation that learners be prepared for the reality of post-course use of English by 

providing them in the classroom with rich and authentic experience of a variety of 

Englishes (including their own) and of opportunities for interaction with users of them.  
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