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- I feel I am very fortunate, in two ways. The first is that my occupation allows me
ample time for personal travel abroad, and also, many opportunities to travel for my
work. The second is that I am a native English speaker and English is, for the time
being, the language of international business, travel and academia. This allows me to
travel almost anywhere with very little difficulty and enjoy great experiences. I have
noticed many interesting things during my travels concerning the use of English in
various countries and places. Let me share some of my observations and experiences
with you. Before starting, I must say that I am always impressed by the people I meet
who can speak English as a second language, and I feel indebted to them for using my
language in communicating with me.

A few years ago, I was lucky enough to go
yachting with a French friend in Croatia. The
coastline there, with its many small islands,
crystal-clear blue waters, and quaint Venetian
towns was absolutely gorgeous. I was also
impressed by the widespread use of English there.

I had expected that, being a former part of
_ Yugoslavia and a little bit of a backwater in
Europe, that people's English skills would be

limited. However, I was very impressed by the level of English that many people could use, and they were not only
people in the tourist industry, but also regular people—supermarket cashiers, taxi drivers, the police, and even
children.

A funny incident occurred while in one of the small port towns we stopped at.
My French friend, who had studied Italian specifically for making this
trip—thinking it more useful in Croatia than French or English (he is a fluent
English speaker)—asked a policeman for directions to a restaurant in Italian.
The policeman tried to reply in Italian at first, but could not do so adequately,
and so, in frustration, asked my French friend rather abruptly, "Can't you
speak English?" He and I were both shocked, but for very different
reasons—he, because he had thought Italian to be a better choice, and I,
because I had realized how universal English was becoming.

Also, in the various ports where we stopped each night, there were yachts from many different countries with
speakers of many different languages on them, but English was definitely the lingua franca of the yachting world
there. The harbor employees used it when helping people to dock their yachts, at all facilities at the harbors, and
even when talking to each other. Every night, people joined each other for dinner or drinks aboard each other's
vessels, and used English as the language to communicate with one another over fine wines and excellent seafood.
It was both fascinating and impressive to hear Germans, Italians, French, Russians, Spaniards, and Croatians,
among others, all laughing and conversing so easily in my native language

~ | On a different trip, to China, I was impressed by the use of English, but in a
slightly different way. In this case, it seemed to me that English was mostly
being used for business and commerce.

In hotel lobbies and restaurants, I saw many instances of Chinese business
people talking with Europeans, Arabs, Latin Americans, and other Asians, all
using English to conduct their business. It was interesting to watch them
discuss and negotiate in English, and see them use gestures, facial expressions,
and sometimes drawings to assist their communication. It made me realize
how fast China is integrating with the rest of the world, how much of the world's business is conducted in English,
and what an important tool English is in the business world.

[ For similar purposes, but on a different scale, English is also used in the

| streets of China to conduct commerce. Almost every minute of the day,

| hawkers and shop owners tried to sell me something, usually starting with
"haro, haro" (hello). The various levels of English skill employed in trying to
get me to buy their wares were quite interesting, ranging from simple phrases
and sentences like "You buy? You buy? Very cheap!" and "I give you good
price!" to very humorous and sophisticated tactics, such as "Come on in. I'm
only gonna rip you off a little." It seemed that everywhere I went, even atop
the Great Wall in a remote area, that constant and aggressive sales pitches

were aimed at any and all tourists.

All of this reminds me how powerful a tool for communication and commerce English has become, and how
fortunate I am to be a native speaker, and how lucky I am to be a teacher of English, so that I can share this useful
tool with others.



On a different note, I have also had some interesting experiences with the
language while traveling in English-speaking countries. It was amazing to find
A out that even amongst native speakers, problems and miscommunication can
often occur.

For example, I have traveled to the UK for work—chaperoning students or
attending conferences—several times, and when I was in the north or west of
the country I sometimes had trouble understanding the local people. The
accent was very different from standard British English, and even some
vocabulary was different. One example of a difference in vocabulary occurred
when I returned my rental car. The agent asked me to park on the "pavement," which to me meant the asphalt in
the street, but for him meant the "sidewalk." Thus, I parked in the wrong place, and he had to go out and move the
car so that it would not be ticketed.

Due to my inability to understand some things, I sometimes had to ask people
to repeat what they said. I was embarrassed to have to do so. Most people
were very kind about replying, though I could tell that a few were slightly
perplexed or even a little irritated at having to do so. In addition, it seemed no
one really had any trouble understanding me. I was surprised by this at first,
but then I realized that it is likely due to the availability of American movies
and TV programs in England. I felt a little ashamed by this imbalance in
exposure and my inability to catch what people said right away. I started to
apologize each time I had to ask for clarification, but one of the local students
told me not to worry about it, as even Londoners had trouble understanding him. This made me feel better, and it
also made me realize that English is a rich and varied language, and that as a teacher, I must strive to learn as
much about these differences as I can.

0T o

J — One other example happened when I was in San Antonio, Texas attending a
[, | conference. One day I went into a deli to buy some lunch. I was the only

& customer in the shop, and when I approached the counter to order, the older
woman behind the counter said, "How y'all doin'?" (How are you all doing?) to
me. I think she could tell by the look on my face that I thought "y'all" was a bit
strange and that it referred to more than one person for me. Thus, she said to
me in a humorous tone, "Son, let me give you a grammar lesson. Y'all is
singular, and all y'all is plural, and don't forget that." I laughed and thanked
her for the lesson on proper English in Texas.

As you can see from the above, I have had many interesting experiences concerning the use of English while
traveling, and while using it to communicate with people in different places. I hope that you enjoyed reading about
these. If you are a student of English, I hope that you will continue to study hard and to raise your skill levels so
that you too can benefit from being able to use the language to travel or to meet new people, or to possibly use in
your future career.
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