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Abstract. This paper argues that it would be useful for ergonomists and experienced English Language Teaching (ELT) 
professionals to collaborate as this would be of substantial interest to both sets of professionals. The ongoing debate in ELT on 
International English (IE) might usefully help to guide ergonomists if and when they require to judge that English is used at 
appropriately high levels in the workplace in non-English speaking countries. It may also help ergonomists who are non-native 
speakers (NNSs) of English to gain greater access to the top specialist journals and to found new e-journals on Ergonomics in 
English that deserve international recognition. At the same time ELT specialists would have great interest in advising 
ergonomists on these matters, in part, as a means of testing current hypotheses on the tendencies for new varieties of English to 
develop and win acceptance both from native and non-native speakers of English as setting standards of communicative 
competence in English both for end users of English in their professional lives and for well-structured and clear written 
academic debate.       
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1.  Introduction 

The debate on International English (IE), might 
usefully guide ergonomists if and when they require 
to judge that English is used at appropriately high 
levels in the workplace in non-English speaking 
countries. It may also help ergonomists who are non-
native speakers (NNSs) of English to gain greater 
access to the top specialist journals and to found new 
e-journals on Ergonomics written in English that 
deserve international recognition and attract 
contributions from leading figures in Ergonomics 
including native speakers of English. 

This debate in the fields of English Language 
Teaching (ELT) and Applied Linguistics is taking 
place within the context of the globalization of the 
economy and, indeed, of higher education. 
Globalization requires industry, commerce and 
academics to be polyglot. For better or worse, in 
sickness or in health, one of these languages will be 
English.  

This paper therefore sets out to show where and 
how new varieties of English have been developing; 
what support leading ELT professionals and Applied 
Linguists are giving to these varieties and to argue 
that it may be possible for ergonomists in partnership 
with experienced ELT professionals to make use of 
the new standards that are being set for English. First, 
this may assist ergonomists when, on appropriate 
occasions, they have to reach some judgment on 
whether the level of English attained and/ or used by 
their clients meets international regulatory standards. 
Secondly, this trend towards different varieties of 
English may be having an impact on the standards set 
by renowned specialist journalists and similarly may 
help set new and yet appropriate linguistic standards 
for ergonomists who wish to found electronic 
journals written in English that will attract 
international attention and contributors. 

To show this, Section 2 of this paper gives an 
outline account of the reasons why several varieties 
of English have developed and what issues have 
arisen from this that have led some to postulate that 
one or more new varieties of English called 
International English (IE) are already in use. In 
Section 3, the author reports on his experience as a 
reviewer of the linguistic aspects of academic papers 
and on his views on why some academic articles are 
rejected, ostensibly on linguistic grounds alone. 
Section 4 sets out issues of core interest to 
ergonomists that arise from the previous sections and 
the conclusion invites ergonomists to seek 

partnerships with ELT specialists with a view to 
tackling the issues raised. It is likely that once such 
partnerships are begun that ergonomists will raise 
complementary matters with ELT specialists. 

2. Why and how other varieties of English have 
developed  

 A review of the English Language Teaching 
(ELT) literature shows the use of English as a global 
language moved from native speaker varieties being 
transplanted from the mother country to that of 
developing into varieties that gained official status 
especially in Higher Education and public 
administration in countries such as India, Nigeria, 
and the Philippines.  

From the 1970s on, large numbers of foreigners 
who spoke English as L1 or as a second language 
(L2) went to work in other countries, typically, oil-
rich nations. Simultaneously, greater union in Europe 
saw English become an L2 used daily by educated 
professionals [1]. Indeed, English had become the 
medium of instruction of around 2,400 higher 
education programmes in Europe excluding the 
United Kingdom by 2007 [2, 3].  

 
2.1 Issues arising from new varieties of English 
gaining local and regional acceptance  
 

Although there may be some Indians who still do 
not fully accept Indian English as a standard that has 
parity of esteem with British English, the fact is that 
most educated speakers of English on the sub-
continent do. This is also reflected in other countries, 
normally those that were once colonies of the British 
Empire, where English, while not the first language, 
has official status. Similarly, it is argued that the 
large movements of people to other countries where 
English does not or did not have an official status but 
nevertheless became the main medium of 
communication has led to greater toleration being 
shown to deviations from native speaker English 
rules and conventions especially in oral 
communication.         

Secondly, not long after China decided to adopt 
English as L2 [4], 3 out of 4 competent users of 
English in the world were deemed to be NNSs of 
English [5, 6]. While the nature and level of this 
competence can and should be challenged [7], it is 
nevertheless a fact that, at the very least, in everyday 
routine transactions, successful communication in 
English is made by non-native speakers of English 
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who vastly outnumber native speakers of English and 
who most often use English to communicate with 
those whose L1 is not English. In other words, it is 
undeniable that English is being successfully used by 
at least around five hundred million people to 
communicate both with native speakers of English 
but more frequently with speakers of other languages. 
Moreover, among the more educated this is leading to 
changes in written English that are becoming 
generally acceptable. This form of English is known 
variously as Global English, English as a Lingua 
Franca or, as in this paper, International English (IE).   

 
2.2 How some Applied Linguists and ELT 
Professionals have viewed and responded to the 
emergence of IE   

 
To ensure the teaching and use of English does not 

become a medium of linguistic imperialism [8, 9] and 
to reflect the reality of NNSs being in the large 
majority, serious long-term academic study is 
currently trying to determine to what extent IE is 
evolving and can be described. The Vienna-Oxford 
International Corpus of English (VOICE) and the 
work of Professor Jennifer Jenkins are prime 
examples of this [10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15].   

Secondly, best practice in language teaching and 
testing in terms of setting equal and appropriate 
levels of achievement in learning an L2 is close to 
achieving global acceptance. The vehicle for this is 
the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages; Learning Teaching Assessment (CFER) 
[16]. However, it is currently being emphasised by its 
prime movers that CEFR should be seen, as its name 
indicates, as a framework and not a strait-jacket i.e. it 
offers suggestions that need to be adapted to local 
practices and realities.       

3. The author´s experience as a reviewer of the 
linguistic aspects of academic articles 

The author reviews texts in English by Brazilian 
academics including Ergonomists. Therefore, he is 
familiar with the problems in English that some of 
them have. Academic reviewers sometimes ask him 
to reconsider his linguistic review. This can include 
criticism of the mode of discourse rather than because 
of error or lack of clarity.  

The uncharitable thought occasionally arises that 
such criticism is undeservedly harsh and may be a 
smokescreen behind which academic reviewers 

conceal their inability to articulate their contestation 
of the content or their unwillingness to do so, for 
whatever non-linguistic reasons. Yet, any deviations 
from native speaker norms of writing are legitimately 
subject to such criticism. Perhaps, as norms of 
International English gain acceptance, such forms of 
adverse criticism can be challenged more 
successfully than at present by appeals to editors, 
based on evidence of changes to English where these 
can be shown to be gaining world-wide currency.    

4. Core issues for ergonomists arising from the 
emergence of International English 

4.1. A summary of the context 

Codifying IE is well underway as exemplified in 
the publications of VOICE and Jenkins. This is likely 
to result in several new varieties of English 
influenced by L1 features of given language groups 
becoming acceptable in academic discourse, perhaps 
at first in countries where English is not the L1 of the 
majority.  A point of interest here is the standard set 
for written English on international campuses i.e. 
where a university from a country where English is 
L1 has set up a campus in another country or on 
distance learning courses that potentially include non-
native speakers of English participating online from 
their home country. It is likely that, in these 
situations, there is greater toleration, however small, 
of deviation from the written standards expected 
when study is presential at the institution in its home 
country. The author is not aware of any studies on 
this to date.          

Secondly, at a very pragmatic level, the author, as 
a result of reviewing manuals, instructions etc. from 
manufacturers, commerce and the service industries, 
is aware the quality of English of such texts is often 
poor and sometimes unintelligible – something which 
ergonomists must be aware of but may not be 
confident about commenting on.   

Thirdly, academics who are NNSs of English are 
often frustrated by their inability to nuance what they 
wish to say in English and by being obliged to use a 
mode of discourse that is different from their L1. 
They see these as forming invisible barriers to 
making their work better known in renowned 
journals. One response has been a proliferation of e-
journals published in English. For example, Costa 
[17] reports that there were “more than 800 scholarly 
electronic journals created under OJS, and more than 
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30 university institutional repositories well 
implemented” in Brazil by 2010. 

4.2.  Specific English language issues of interest to 
ergonomists 

Given the impact that IE already has or is likely to 
have including on the everyday practices of 
ergonomists’ clients and on the academic discipline 
of Ergonomics whether at the level of teaching or 
research, ergonomists may well wish to reflect on the 
following issues: 

 
- When international regulations require excellent 

English from post-holders e.g. air traffic controllers, 
should ergonomists check this is so? How can 
ergonomists measure this and how should 
shortcomings identified be reported on and followed 
up? 

- If manuals and instructions written in languages 
other than that of the country of export are inadequate 
or ambiguous, is it the ergonomist’s responsibility to 
identify these and recommend that the manufacturer 
or service provider take corrective actions? This is 
especially important when inadequate instructions 
etc. could lead to injuries or deaths. What tools can 
help ergonomists make judgments about this? 

- Should ergonomist´s Associations persuade 
editors of top journals to adjust the standard of 
English required to one that conforms to the findings 
of the leading Applied Linguists and ELT authorities 
on IE? and  

- Similarly, what editorial standards for English 
should e-journals insist on? How can it be ensured a 
non-NS standard does not detract from high quality 
content and that distinguished ergonomists whether 
or not NSs of English value such e-journals? Who in 
Ergonomics should advocate this point of view?  

5. Conclusion and suggestions for collaboration 

The author is aware that ergonomists place a high 
value on a multidisciplinary approach to their work 
and is confident that many highly qualified and 
experienced ELT professionals in whatever country 
would have great interest in collaborating with them 
in any projects that may arise from any of the 
observations and suggestions made. This is not to 
suggest that there are off-the-shelf solutions [18]. 
Any that do exist are likely to be limited to specific 
training for targeted personnel who need to enhance a 

limited range of language skills in a short period of 
time [19]. 

Tentative examples of the kinds of new approaches 
that might be considered are: 
a) If there is no English examination designed for 
the special purposes of a high-profile, high-risk 
profession, is it for the ergonomist to suggest that the 
professional association should consider the need for 
one and should approach an appropriate examination 
body? If such an exam does exist, do the 
professionals who have taken it find that any 
language skills or specialist areas or areas of general 
need are inadequately covered? To whom should they 
express this and how does this get reviewed at an 
international level? For how long should a positive 
result in such an exam be considered valid?        
b) Perhaps ELT professionals could draw up 
guidelines for ergonomists on the types of error that 
are unacceptable in manuals and instructions written 
in English. This of course presupposes that the 
ergonomist who is a NNS of English and would use 
such guidelines has at least an upper intermediate 
knowledge of English (i.e. the B2 level on the CEFR 
scale)     
c) Is there evidence that one or more specialist 
journals used by ergonomists regularly publish 
articles that are written in different varieties of 
English? If so, how can such evidence be used to 
persuade other journals to do likewise? If not, 
perhaps in partnership with an ELT professional, a 
representative group of ergonomists could explore 
with selected journals if the journal would be 
prepared to consider doing so in the light of the 
global movement towards IE and/or to what extent 
the journal approached considers that it does allow 
deviation from an educated native speaker standard 
of written English. The results of any such survey 
should be published so they can be shared with 
ergonomists worldwide.    
d) Similarly, perhaps the editorial board of a new 
ergonomics e-journal to be produced in English in a 
country where English is not L1 would wish to work 
with an ELT professional on drawing up guidelines 
for the standard of written English they expect by 
attempting to specify what deviations from a standard 
variety of English are and are not unacceptable. This 
will include testing these guidelines by identifying 
written articles that follow them and subsequently 
seeking the opinion of ergonomists, who are and are 
not NSs of English, on the impact that a text that is 
clear and well-argued but not fully in accordance 
with a NS variety of English has on them.                 
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Thus, the cutting edge of joint ELT/ Ergonomics 
activity is likely to be in helping to define or confirm 
standards for a variety of International English 
respected throughout the profession of Ergonomics. It 
is at this interface between Ergonomics and ELT that 
out of the romance of blazing new trails together our 
two professions may be wed!       
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