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Abstract

step 1

This paper explores the relationship between World Englishes and Higher Education by focusing on the meaning

making resources used by “users” of different varieties/dialects of World Englishes. The results of the study indicate

that if we focus on the “uses” of language in particular contexts, we find patterns of similarities that are shared by

step3

speakers of diverse varieties of World Englishes. These findings support the broader literature on genres that show

that language patterns on use—that is, patterns in language relate to specific contexts of use. In such contexts, the

step 2

identity of the user seems to be less important than the purpose or use of the text. It is this “use” dimension of World

Englishes that is explored in this paper using SFL as an informing linguistic theory. The paper shows that such studies

step 4

can lead to interesting new ways of looking at variation across Englishes and that they can contribute greatly to our

ability to use World Englishes research in our work on education, linguistics, and socio-economic development.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is one attempt to explore the meaning making resources used by “users”

of different varieties/dialects of World Englishes in the context of higher education. The

purpose of doing this is to explore if and how language varies in the context of higher

education and what, if any, implications this has to teaching and learning of English in

these contexts. The paper will argue that language variation can be studied from a “user”

perspective and a “uses” perspective and that the literature on World Englishes has so far
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put in more emphasis on “user” variations than on “uses.” The paper will illustrate that

studying variation along the “uses” dimension is also very important and that such studies

are highly relevant in the application of World Englishes research in (higher) education.

This paper is based on the understanding that language is a semogenic system: a

system that creates meaning. And that meaning created in specific contexts share patterns

of language structure. Structural patterns in language are important because they carry the

physical signs that are associated with meanings. In creating meaning, the context and the

function of our text (oral, written and/or signed) is of vital importance and our choice of

structural patterns is determined by what is considered socially appropriate in the context

in which our text is produced. This can perhaps be exemplified by the considering the

following example:

Imagine two people meeting. In one context, a person says “Good morning, Mr.

Brown”; in another context, the same person says “Hey, wazzup dude.” What is the

difference between these two texts? You have probably already figured out that the first

greeting is a formal one, one in which the speaker is talking to their boss or a senior person

in a formal context; whereas the second one is an informal greeting where both participants

are friends and on an equal footing. You were able to figure this out simply by looking at

the lexico-grammar used in the two texts. The reason you were able to do this is because

you know that language reflects the context in which it is used. As humans, we are able

to recognize, interpret, and create these patterns. These patterns construe and reflect our

social and cultural realities. The structures themselves are selected through a system of

choices: where each choice construes and reflects a different relationship between the

participants. The first choice of wordings in the greetings creates a formal relationship,

while the second a personal one. Language, thus, is a system of choices where different

linguistic realizations create different meanings, enact different relationships between

participants, and encourage different interpretations/reactions to the meanings that are

being conveyed through specific linguistic choices.

Language is the fundamental resource with which we build and negotiate

relationships, shape experience, and deal with the many issues and challenges of life.

Thompson and Collins, in discussing how language constructs and maintains our sense of

the world around us, give the example of how language reflects social structures and how a

shift in language both represents and furthers changes social structures. They write:

Every time someone uses language “appropriate” for a social superior,

they are both showing their awareness of their status and simultaneously
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reinforcing the hierarchical social system. If people begin using less formal

language when talking to social superiors (as has happened, for example,

with the near disappearance of “Sir” as a term of respectful address to men in

Britain), they are in effect changing the social structure. (137)

The change in the use of “sir” and its relationship to social hierarchies is one

example of how language relates to society. Another more widely discussed example of

how language relates to society and constructs our sense of “reality” is that of language

and feminism. Feminist writers and activist have argued that English, like many other

languages, constructs a “reality” that is couched in male ways of looking at the world.

They argue, for example, that using “he” or “man” as gender-neutral pronouns is not a

neutral process but rather creates a male-dominated view of the world. In response to

this, there has been a shift in how formal and academic texts now use “they” as a genderneutral pronoun—for both singular and plural subjects. They argue that in order to create

a world that is gender-equal, we need to identify how language creates a male hegemony

(dominance that is mistaken by most, including the dominated, to be fair and natural) and

to make people aware of it so that a larger social objective can be achieved. In the examples

shared above, it is notable that language represents and construes our understanding of

the world and that a shift in language therefore represents different understandings and

projection of realities.

The introduction to this paper has, so far, attempted to establish that language is

about making choices that reflect our need to create contextually appropriate meanings.

We will now consider how this issue is relevant to World Englishes and Higher Education.

World Englishes has, in its short history, focused primarily on structural variations. This,

as we will see in this paper, is partly a result of the dominant traditions in sociolinguistics.

However, it is perhaps important to go back to early work in World Englishes that sees

World Englishes as a process of resemanticization.

Meanings are of central importance in World Englishes. And meanings, of course,

are realized in the form of wording and exchanged in social life. The importance given to

meaning in Kachru’s early work is not surprising because Kachru, as a student of M.A.K.

Halliday, was well aware of the role context plays in construing meaning in and through

language. Meaning was crucial to a discussion of World Englishes to Kachru because,

like Halliday, Kachru recognized that people, living in different contexts, construe and

represent different realities through their language (in this case their variety of English).
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In the context of World Englishes, this means that linguistic choices made by the

speakers of different varieties of Englishes construe and represent meanings that may

be different from other varieties of English. Mahboob provides one example of research

demonstrating how English in Pakistan has been resemanticized to reflect local Islamic

traditions, beliefs, and practices (this study will be discussed again later) (“English”).

It is this kind of expansion of the meaning potential of English in the context of World

Englishes that represents distinct linguistic varieties; and, not the structural variations in

and of themselves.

Given the importance of the role of meaning in the development of World

Englishes, it is surprising that much of the recent work on World Englishes describes

linguistic variation only at or below the clause level (phoneme, phonology, morphology,

lexis, and syntax) without much discussion of how these features relate to meaning.

Kandiah also raised concerns about research on World Englishes that does not consider

semantics and semiotics as a key aspect of their research. For example, Kandiah argues

that World Englishes “fundamentally involve a radical act of semiotic reconstruction and

reconstitution which of itself confers native userhood on the subjects involved in the act”

and that this semiotic reconstruction and reconstitution needs to be studied by researchers

working in this area (100). The research that does look at larger chunks of language in a

World Englishes context does so by labeling the work as studies of pragmatics—and thus

not “core” linguistics. Thus, it is not surprising that even the most comprehensive studies

of inner and outer circle Englishes (e.g., studies included in Kortmann and Schneider)

focus on structural variation in the dialects without giving much consideration to how the

choices in the lexicogrammar made by speakers of these varieties of Englishes relate to the

meanings being construed.

The critique of World Englishes for lack of attention to meaning in some ways

goes back to the classic criticism of variationist sociolinguistics, as hinted earlier. Many

researchers in World Englishes draw on models of research in sociolinguistics which focus

on structural variation. In her critique of sociolingistics, Beatriz Lavandera argues that

variation studies that deal with “morphological, syntactic, and lexical alteration suffer

from the lack of an articulated theory of meanings” (171). She finds this lack of attention to

meaning problematic and argues that different forms mean different things and therefore

should be studied as such. Without such consideration, she argues, a study of these

variables “can only be heuristic devices, in no sense part of a theory of language” (179).

This is a severe criticism of studies in sociolinguistics that do not consider meaning

to be an essential aspect of their study. Regretfully, a substantial body of research on World
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Englishes falls under this category (e.g., contributions to Kortmann and Schneider)—

paying little attention to the meaning-making aspects of language, and, consequently (and

as Lavandera predicted) having little influence on theories of language. The structural

variation research on World Englishes focusing on country-based Englishes serve as

“heuristic device” to mark national identities, but do not really contribute to “a theory of

language.” By doing this, World Englishes literature has had relatively little to say about

(higher) education. The work that does deal with this (e.g., Matsuda) tends to talk about

valuing the local varieties in education and arguing that using structural features from local

varieties in education will empower the students. This paper explicitly questions such a

position. The argument, as developed in this paper, will show that language variation can

be seen in terms of “users” and “uses” of language and that it does not serve the interests

of our students to teach them “user” varieties in contexts where communities-of-practice

have well-established “uses” varieties of the language. In the context of education, it will

be noted, we need to have a robust understanding of how language variation works, which

forms of languages we should teach, for what purposes, and how.

In saying that World Englishes literature has had relatively little to say about

(higher) education or that it has had relatively limited impact on linguistic theory, we

need to clarify that we are not saying that World Englishes literature has had no impact

on the politics of English language studies—it has. World Englishes evolved out of a need

to question linguistic hegemony and to question the use of “native” models of English

as the only “correct” ways of using language. In this, World Englishes has been quite

successful (see Chapter 1 of Mahboob, Appliable Linguistics, for a longer discussion for this).

What is meant here is that the influence of World Englishes on linguistic theory has been

limited because it primarily focuses on how linguistic structures vary across geographical

boundaries. World Englishes looks at how language is used in diverse global contexts to

reflect and construe diverse cultural and human activities and beliefs and therefore has the

potential to significantly contribute to a theory of language. This significance can be greatly

boosted if we study how meanings and reality is construed in different varieties of World

Englishes.

USERS AND USES OF WORLD ENGLISHES

In their 1964 book, Linguistic Sciences and Language Teaching, Halliday, McIntosh,

and Strevens outline the linguistic basis for why and how language differs along the

dimensions of language “use” and language “users.” They point out that on the one hand
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language is shaped by the “use” that it is put to and on the other hand it carries markers

that identify the “users” or speakers of that language. This is a key distinction that needs

to be understood in the context of World Englishes and higher education. In this paper,

I call this the distinction the uses-user complementarity. The term complementarity here

highlights the importance of considering both perspectives in studying World Englishes.

Literature on World Englishes has traditionally focused on the “users” and looked

at linguistic features and structures that can be used to identify them. The results of such

a focus on the “users” leads to a neglect of the “uses” of English within a World Englishes

paradigm. This paper will attempt to show that focusing on the “uses” of English is

an equally useful way of studying World Englishes, especially in the context of higher

education. The importance of this in the context of higher education can be appreciated if

we look at the work being done in educational linguistics, which is briefly reviewed below.

While literature on World Englishes has focused on “user” based variations in

English, research in educational linguistics (Martin and Rose Working with Discourse, Genre

Relations) has significantly contributed to our understanding of “use” based variations

in language. Genres in Systemic Functional Linguistics are defined as “staged social

processes.” Genres carry particular social roles and functions in society and are goaloriented, institutionalized forms of discourse (Martin and Rose Working with Discourse,

“Designing Literacy”). Genres in SFL relate to different “uses” of language and refer to

different types of texts, which are created to interact with other people in specific contexts.

These “uses” (genres) of language have a prominent role in language in (higher)

education. The language of academia includes a range of genres that are used in various

disciplines. For example, people who work in science use specific genres to write up their

experiments and research reports. These reports tend to follow similar organizational

patterns (e.g., the report starts with listing the objectives of the experiment, followed by

a list of the apparatus/equipment/material used, a presentation of results, a discussion of

these results, and finally a conclusion) and use similar language structures (e.g., use of

agentless passives, past tense in describing the procedures used, etc.). These patterns of

language bundle with specific uses of the language and evolve over time and are shared

by the speech community that use them. It is important to note that such descriptions of

language are not prescriptive, but rather describe how language is used. Furthermore,

these patterns of language are not fixed, but rather fluid and change over time, as deemed

necessary by the community that uses them.

Although there is considerable research on “user” and “uses” based variations in

language, there is almost no literature that looks at the intersection of these: What happens
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when users of different varieties of English write texts that serve similar purposes? Are

their patterns of use different from each other or similar? How can we explain these? The

present paper is an initial attempt in addressing these questions. In this study, as will be

noted in the analysis and the discussion of the findings, we note that the “uses” of the

language in higher education seem to influence the choices made by “users” of different

World Englishes. However, there are a number of issues that also need to be considered

in interpreting and using the findings of this study. These findings and issues will be

presented and discussed in greater detail in later sections of this paper.

A discussion of language “uses” and “users” relates closely to some new and

interesting discussions of World Englishes in the context of intercultural communication as

well. Specifically, the user-uses complementarity in language discussed here corroborates

Kirkpatrick’s “identity-communication continuum.” In describing this model, Kirkpatrick

writes,

I call one end of the continuum “communication” because being intelligible

and getting your meaning across is the most important aspect of the

communicative function. More standard or educated varieties are likely to be

better suited for communication. Broad, informal varieties or job- and classspecific registers are likely to be better suited for signifying identity. (World

Englishes 11)

This description of “identity” and “communication” is compatible with user-uses

complementarity: “users” mark their personal traits by using “identity” features; and

“uses” are socially constructed ways of making meaning in specific contexts so that

people from different backgrounds can “communicate” efficiently and effectively.

Kirkpatrick further clarifies that the “communication” function requires a stable common

language because “the more people who are involved and the greater the social distance

between them, the greater the intelligibility function of their speech will be in any act of

communication … If they use these [identity] varieties with people outside their group,

they can be impossible to understand” (11-12). As such, there is a move within World

Englishes literature that is starting to consider the “uses” of language and the linguistic

features associated with it as the subject of study. This paper pursues this distinction

to show how “uses” of English, in the context of higher education, can be seen as being

similar across some national/regional boundaries and that it is important to distinguish
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between “users” and “uses” of Englishes as we try to study the implications of World

Englishes for higher education.

A FRAMEWORK FOR STUDYING “MEANING” IN WORLD ENGLISHES

This paper adopts a Hallidayan Systemic Functional Linguistics perspective to

studying meaning in World Englishes. SFL takes meaning and social variation in language

as a starting point for understanding how language functions in different contexts and

is therefore quite appropriate to adopt in this context. Thus, in order to explore how

individuals using different varieties of Englishes construct meaning, this paper will report

on a SFL oriented analyses of texts written by three users of outer circle varieties of English

– this analysis will be shared in a later section. There are two main reasons for using SFL as

an informing linguistic theory for this work.

One reason for using tools based on SFL is that, as stated above, it looks at language

as a meaning-making process that is grounded in the context of culture and situation (texts

examined here are produced in specific contexts and for specific purposes).

This is important in the context of World English because it shifts our gaze from

only syntagmatic structures of the language and helps us to focus on paradigmatic choices

that relate to variations in meaning as well. SFL, as a theory of language, posits that the

context impacts our linguistic choices, and, in fact, relates to the linguistic choices that are

allocated to us as members of various communities. The importance given to context allows

us to develop understandings of how language variation relates to the purposes (uses) and

users of language.

The second reason for using SFL is that it considers the whole text as the unit of

analysis since “[s]ocial contexts are realized as texts which are realized as sequences of

clauses” (Martin and Rose “Designing Literacy” 4) rather than only focussing on language

at or below the clause level. This, again, has implications for studies in World Englishes

that typically focus on clause level or smaller units of language. Meanings evolve over

longer texts. Focusing on only clause or smaller units does not allow us to explore the ways

in which users of World Englishes create meanings. Thus, a text-based approach is more

appropriate if we are to explore how meanings are construed and represented through

language.

Building on this, this paper attempts to examine the meaning-making resources

that are used by users of three varieties of World Englishes. The data used in the study
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are authentic texts that three students from the outer circle countries wrote as part of

their MA coursework at an Australian university. The texts are “article reviews”—one of

the core assignments for the course. In order to complete this assignment, students were

asked to read a key research article in their field of study and then to summarize and

critique the article. All article reviews written by the students in the course who agreed to

participate in this study were analyzed. (There were 28 students enrolled in the course of

which 20 students participated in this project). However, for the purposes of this paper (in

consideration of space constraints), only article reviews written by three students will be

shared. These three students were selected because they represent different linguistic and

national heritages—they were born and grew up in three different outer circle countries.

The pseudonyms for the three students whose texts are analyzed here are: Niloo, Ashwini,

and Yasmina. Niloo, an Australian citizen of Sri Lankan origin, was educated in Englishmedium schools in Sri Lanka before migrating to Australia in 2006. Niloo speaks Sinhalese

and English at home. Ashwini, a Singaporean student (of Indian heritage), was a first

semester student in the program and had recently arrived from Singapore, where she

was educated in English medium schools. She speaks English as well as Punjabi at home;

however, Ashwini does not consider her Punjabi very proficient and prefers to speak in

English. Yasmina, an Australian citizen of Indian origin, received her formative education

in India, but attended college in Australia before joining the MA program. Yasmina speaks

English at home, and Tamil, Kannada, and Hindi with her extended family. This paper

will examine the linguistic resources used by these three individuals to construe specific

meanings required in writing article reviews.

In order to proceed, we will provide a broad introduction to Systemic Functional

Linguistics (SFL) theories of genre. We will then briefly describe the analytical tools used

in this paper and examine how the three students from the outer circle countries construct

their texts and discuss the implications of such an analysis to World Englishes.

SYSTEMIC FUNCTIONAL LINGUISTICS AND GENRE STUDIES

Systemic Functional Linguistics views language as a social semiotic system—a

resource that people use to accomplish their purposes and to construe and represent

meaning in context. This view of language implies that language is a system of choices

and that aspects of a given context (e.g., the topics, the users) define the meanings that

are to be expressed and the language that can be used to express those meanings. In

SFL theory, language as a social semiotic system is realized on four different levels of
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