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As a teacher of English born and brought up in England, I have always been
fascinated by how the rest of the world uses 'my' language. For most of my life
this has been a great advantage: I have been able to travel around the world
with very few communication problems; I have been able to make friends with
people from various different countries; and I have been able to take part in
numerous international professional events. However, in recent years I have
started to wonder how much this is still 'my' language. This is something I
especially notice whenever I return to the UK.

Recently I was in London to see in the new year. I was there to watch the New
Year Fireworks display. This was a great international event with a crowd of
over 250,000 people gathered by the River Thames to watch the spectacular
Olympic year show. It was a surprisingly warm evening; I was able to walk
around on new year's eve in a sweater without a jacket or coat. As I walked
around, I noticed something very interesting. There were all kinds of people in
the huge crowd and they were doing all kinds of things: some were singing;
some were fighting; some were taking photographs; and many were getting drunk. The interesting point was that
they were doing all of these things in so many different languages. Everybody around me seemed to be speaking a
different language, but nobody was speaking English. The only English words I heard in over two hours in a crowd
of over a quarter of a million people in central London were shouts of "Happy New Year!" as Big Ben struck twelve
and the fireworks began.

As I looked and listened to the crowd, I wondered who was the real
Londoner? Was it me, someone born in London but who hasn't lived
there since 19907 Or was it those people in the crowd who came from
all parts of the world but were now living, working or studying in
London? The answer must surely be that those other people have
more of a connection to the real London than I do. The London that I
come from does not exist any more and belongs to the past; the
London of the twenty-first century is a very different place to the one I
grew up in, influenced by people and cultures from all over the world.

Perhaps I notice the rapidly changing culture most of all when it comes
to meal times. One of the things I most look forward to when I go
back to the UK is eating all my favourite foods. Unfortunately, these days hardly anybody in England eats the dishes
I love so much. My favourite meal in the whole world is 'pudding 'n' chips'. As I was growing up I think I had this
almost every Friday; it was cheap, filling and unbelievably tasty. (If I were free to choose now, I would probably eat
it every day for the rest of my life. It really is that good.) However, for many children growing up in England
nowadays this is probably an exotic dish. For example, my thirteen-year-old nephew is more familiar with sushi
than fish and chips. In fact, he's never eaten fish and chips in his life. I felt something similar at Christmas. I
wanted to eat a traditional Christmas dinner of 'turkey with all the trimmings', but my family, like many English
families, no longer wants to eat the traditional food; they prefer something new to what they see as the boring,
traditional dish.

So what does all this mean for me as a teacher of English and, more
importantly, for students? Well, it suggests that it is important to
understand that cultures are constantly changing. And so are
languages. For teachers and learners there is no point in looking at
models of language and culture that belong to the past, unless we are
studying the history of language and culture. Language learners need
to understand what is happening now. Just as sushi is as much a part
of the modern English diet as fish and chips, new vocabulary and
patterns of intonation developed by young people in Asia or Africa are
a part of twenty-first century international English. Learning a
language is about more than simply picking up a collection of words
and grammatical structures. There is an important psychological side;
in order to use a language effectively, learners need to feel like they belong to the community speaking the
language. Learners of English need to think about which community of English speakers they are hoping to join
because this affects what and how they learn. Perhaps one way to think of this is to imagine a visit to London;
where would rather go, to afternoon tea with a group of other tourists that you'll never meet or speak to again or
to a busy sushi restaurant full of other young people, some of who may become lifelong friends?

I started by describing English as 'my' language and I'd like to finish by suggesting that an important step for
anyone serious about learning English is to begin believing that English is just as much your language as it is mine.

1. London: Happy New Year!
Copyright Chris Downer and licensed for reuse under this Creative Commons Licence.
http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/2747109 & D #x#
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the GNU Free Documentation License, Version 1.2 or any later version published by the Free Software
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. Faneuil Hall, en:Boston, Massachusetts.

Photo by Daderot. Permission is granted to copy, distribute and/or modify this document under the terms
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A view of downtown Boston, Massachusetts taken in August of 2006.
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