
VNU Journal of Science, Foreign Languages 24 (2008) 260-266

English - A global language 
and its implications for students

N g u y o n  T h u y  N ga*

Faculty o f En<:;li$h, Hanoi iln iversily  o f Education,
136 X uan V iu ự  Street, Cau d a y ,  Hanoi, Vietnam

R ece iv ed  15 M arch  2008

A b strac t. T h is  iirtic lc  w r ite s  o n  th e  fa c to rs  w h ic h  m a k e  a  la n g u a g e  b c c o m c  'g lo b a l la n g u a g e ' and 
d iscu sse s  a b o u t h o w  E n g lish  a c h ie v e s  lh a l s ta tu s . T he  im p a c ts  o f E n g ish  a s  a  g lcbn l la n g u a ftf  on 
V ie tn am ese  lo jm c rs ,  scik^ncc, b u s in e s s , te c h n o lo g y , e d u c a tio n  a r c  a n a ly se d . W ith  ihc‘ t ic v e lo p m c n ỉ 
o f te ch n o lo g y , m e d ia , s r ie n c c , e d u c a t io n  e tc . E n g lish  w ill h e lp  s tu d e n ts  b ro a d e n  k n o w le d g e , c h an g e  
th e  w ay  o f  th in k in g  a n d  b r ig h te n  c a re c r  p ro sp e c t.

1. In troduction

TodaV/ English is becom ing  m ore and 
m ore popular all over the w orld . It is not 
only considered as the  m o ther tongue  of 
cibout 60 million speakers in m any  countries 
but also used w idely in the  w orld  as an 
intcrnalional lanj>uagc. English is the 
language of the United N ations, in ternational 
sum m it m eetings, science, technology, 
business, tourism , m cdicine etc, A s the m ean 
of com m unication, English b rings people on 
Earth together and helps them  un d erstan d  
each other and  exchange m ateria l, cu ltural 
and spiritual values o f ỉheir ow n countries. 
Needless to say, English is no w  an 
indispensable part o f o u r  lives; the term  
"global language" is now  u sed  for English 
with w ide acceptance.

In my wriHng, Hrstly, I will d iscuss about 
Ihe ỉerm "global language" and how  a
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language becom es a global Innguage. Some 
theories, ideas and com m ents will be 
m entioned; ihi? m ain Íeíìtu res will bo 
discussed. Secondly, w hy English dom inates 
as a "glữbal language" will be analyzed, 
Thirdly, the linplications for studen ts arc 
p resen ted . In this part, the advantages nnd 
H if f i r n l t io * ?  n r o  p r o v i i H n H  T h ế '  f in .nl  p . i r t

presents the sum m nry of the sludy.

2. T he (erm '^global language '' and  how  a 
language becom es a ''g lcb a l lan g u ag c '7

“ The term "<iỊlobaì l(ììĩ‘Ịua<ịe'':
From  C rysial's [1] poin t of view, a 

language can achieve its role as a ''global 
language'' w hen it reaches a special role 
w hich is accepted in every couniry, Crystal
[1] also claim s that there are tw o m ain wayt> 
to m ake it possible to m ake a language 
"global language". The first w ay is official 
way, that is, a  language can be choscn lo be 
used as ''first language" or ''second
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language'' in a counlrv. 'ĩhereíoro, ihc  choson 
Icinguage will be Iisod in al! k inds of 
com m unication, in ocíìdcmic fields as 
technology, science, m edia and in 
governm ent. A language can iilso have 
"officiar' role, ''sem i-officiar' status o r stands 
ãs foreign language. As Crystal [1| puts it "... 
being used only in a*rUiin domains, o r Liking 
second place to otht*r liinj^unges while stiil 
pt'fform ing certain official! roles''. As a FL'siilt, to 
survive in these societios I ho n ivd to ma.stor I ho 
language is very im portant if ni)t essenliủl.

The second w ay to lichieve the s ta tu s  is 
by receiving education priorily. A lthough a 
language is not an ''official language", it is 
tnught in school as a com pulsory subject for 
children or even for elduIts w ho need il. Take 
Russian for exam ple, that language roccived 
education priority no t only in the countries of 
former Soviet U nion bu t also the countries 
under its sponsors as Vietnam, M ongolia. 
However, education privilege for a language 
IS not a lw ays fixed, o n e  language  can replace 
the olhcr in the process- Vietnam  is a d ea r 
illustration of the replacem ent p rocess  since 
Victnnm War, Russian wns used as Ihc main 
KingUilgC and \{ all \.innpul^uiy
subject in schools and universities. Sincc 90s, 
Fngtish has rcplacod RiissUm as the m ain  
language almost every where: schools,
universities, m agazines, books ctc.

In sh o rt a language is called cl ''global 
language" w hen it achieves ỉhe official stalus 
and education prio rity  in alm ost every 
nation, as a re su lt th.it language "will 
eventually come Í0 be used by m ore people 
than any other language" Ị1Ị.

How a latiguage becomes it ''global Ian<^ua<ịe"
There exit severol explanations about 

how a language achiovc>s a "'global status'". 
Some believe thal easy gram m ar siructurcs, 
familiarity in vocabulary, and  the rich in 
culture, etc. make a "global language" and 
language can exit independently . How ever,

ihe said  reasons nbov'c only cannot m ake a 
language "global", m any Lmgudges are easy 
to  s tudy  in term s of g ram m ar and vocabulary 
but Ihey are no t "global". Here; I ngree wilh 
C rystal in respcct of liis point lhat a language 
cannot exist indcpcndenU y w ithout a strong 
povver-basc (econom ic, politic). As
he p u ts  it 'langU tige exits only in the brains 
and m o u th s  an d  cars kind h«inds and  eyes of 
its users. W hen they succcc'd, on the 
intornaỉional stage, Ihoir language succeeds. 
W hen they fail, their Lm guage fnils".

Tlic essential reoson to miike a language 
"global" o r "inlcrniitionar' is the power of its 
pcx)plc- Cr^'Stal assumes the power here includes 
Uu* pow er of militory^ politic ar\(i economic. 
Ux^k back at the history of Greek and Lntin 
language which wore used as international 
language in M iddle Knst and Europe, we can 
find ou t that they became so popuLir not 
because of ỉhcir .scholars or scientists but 
boCciuso of their miliUir)' pow er [1 ].

To achieve the "global ' role, m ilitary 
pow er is needed , h o w ev er to keep and 
develop the  sto tus, polilical and economical 
pow er arc essential- In o ther words, to
l i u i i n U i i n  i h c  ii l o i i g u a ^ L *  Jicu'cib (Ỉ

Strong b ase  a n d  force lo p o p u ljir i/0  iisclf. 
Utirdly anyone wonLs \o  learn a language of 
week cind poor nil Hon w iih no  international 
political status.

N eedless to say, m ilitary  pow er, political 
pow er an d  econom ic pow er arc I he three 
indispensable factors to m ake tT language 
"globol" an d  to keep iLs status.

3. W hy English dom inates as a "global 
language"?

English is used as an official o r sem i­
official language in over 60 countries, and has 
a p rom inen t p lacc in a Íu ríhcr 20. n  is either 
dom inant o r  wt»ll ostablished in all six
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continents. It is the m ain language of books, 
new spapers, airports and  air-lraific control, 
international business an d  academ ic
conferences, science, technology, m edicine, 
diplomacy, sports, international
competitions, pop m usic, an d  advertising. 
O ver tw o-ihirds of the  w o rld 's  scientists 
write in English. Three-quarters of the 
w orld 's mail is w rilten  in English. Of all the 
information in ử\e  w orld 's electronic retrieval 
systems, 80% is stored in English. English radio 
programmes are received by over 150 million 
in 120 countries. O ver 50 million children study 
English as an additional language at prim ary 
level; over 80 million study it at secondary level 
(these figures exclude China). In any one year, 
the British Council helps a quarter of a million 
foreigner shjdents to learn English, in various 
parts of the world. In the USA alone, 337,000 
foreign students w ere registered in 1983 
Crystal [1Ị. Cited in Penny cook (2).

'"English is used  as the m ain discourse in 
fields such as science, economics^ politics and 
technology and  th is has cem entcd its place as 
the language of global com m unication".

F ro m  tKo i n f o r m a t io n  abovấ>. h a r d  t o  

deny that English has achieved both  official 
status and education prio rity  in m any 
countries, 400 years ago, the num ber of 
English users w as around  seven m illion 
people bu t the num ber now  increases 
dram atically Philipson [3]. A ccording to 
Crystal [1], in the  late 1990s, around  1,2 and  
1,5 billion people use English. W hy English 
c a n  a c h ie v e  i ts  " g lo b a l  s t a t u s ' '  Cân b e  
explained in term s o f its m ilitary m ig h t 
economic and  politic p o w e r  British m ilitary 
m ight in century  together w ith  its
w orld 's leading industrial an d  trad ing  role 
and  its political im perialism  had  ''sen t 
English around the globe" an d  ''a language 
on which the sun  never sets" [1]. M oreover, 
w ith the developm ent 0Í technology, science.

m edia, share  m a rk e t m edicine... the need  to 
have a com m on language is required. The 
reason w hy English is choscn m ay lie in the 
fact that the in ternet language o r  business 
language, a irp o rt language and  also the 
language beh ind  the u s  dollar is English [1], 
Furtherm ore, education  syslcm s in English 
speaking co u n tn es  are developed, each year 
h u n d red s  of thousands s tuden ts apply for 
education tra in ing  there. O ne of the m ain 
languages used in United Nations conferences 
is English, also, the laiiguage in world sum m its 
o r conferences o r seminiirs is English. 
Culpepper (1997), cited in Russell [4] claims 
that today English is used as the chief language 
in every single w ay of life such as commera», 
diplomacy^ pop m u sic  publishing and so on.

English is no t only the "international 
language" in business, a irp o rt tourism  but 
also  (he m ain language used in education or 
academ ic com m  unication as science, 
m edicine etc, therefore, to m aster English, in 
a way, w ill affect the future of a person. 
Philipson (3] also show s that as books used  in 
un iversity 's  p rogram s arc w ritten  in English, 
in o rd er to achieve higher education 
quaiiiicaUons, s tu d en ts  mubt ỉ>ucce:»bíuUy 
overcom e the pre-requirem ent: English.

After all, vviỉh the pow er in m ilitary, 
politic to achieve the "global status" and 
su p er p o w er in econom ic to m aintain and 
expand, English now  strongly confirm s ils 
undeniab le  dom inance as a  '"global 
language" in both  academ ic com m unicatìon 
an d  every day  fields.

4. T he im p lica tions fo r s tu d en ts  w ho use 
E ng lish  as a foreign  language

In this writings firstly, I w ill took back at 
the  languages, w hich once w ere the official 
language in V ietnam . Secondly^ I will discuss 
Ihe im plications of English to studen ts in
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Vietnam  w ho use  English as a foreign 
language. In th is part, advantages and 
d isadvantages will be presented.

Since the early  90s, the open door policy 
has b rough t good  opportun ities for 
foreigners to invest into Vietnam , for tourists 
to v isit the country . As a result, English is not 
only  an in terest b u t also a practical an d  a 
g rea t dem and for m any  people. Especially in 
som e recent years, English has becom e a 
com pulsory subject in curriculum  at m any 
secondary schools as well as universities in 
Vietnam, and  its s tu d y  has been considered 
as an academ ic p u rs u it  Books, m agazines 
an d  internet language are w ritten  in English. 
Furtherm ore, m o st of university  program s 
are strongly connected to English language. 
Therefore, the need  to learn and m aster that 
language is essentia l to studen ts w ho w an t to 
gain success in future. H ow ever, the need  to 
get the com petence level of English is not 
special if w e look back at the history of 
languages, w hich  once dom inated  as the 
official language in Vietnam. A language can 
achieve the official s ta tu s  in one country if its 
people have g rea t influence (economic, 
military; politic) on  that country.

For a long tim e, V ietnam  w as u nder the 
conquer of C hina, Chinese w as the official 
l a n g u a g e  in V ietnam , the w ay of th inking 
and the academ ic style in every  fields as 
writing, laws, m e d ia  are d o m in a ted  by  
Chinese way. T hink ing  styles, lifestyles of 
Vietnamese people  w ere nearly educated  in 
Chinese way. To learn  a language is lo access 
and  absorb its cu ltu re , as a re su lt  Vietnam  in 
a w ay becam e a ''sm all part" in great Chinese 
f a m ily .  F r o m  1854^ b e in g  o n e  o f  F r e n c h 's  

colonies, Vietnam  accepted French as official 
language, w ritin g  system s, m edicine, and  
science, etc. changed  according to French 
way. However, V ietnam ese w ays of thm king 
w ere deeply influenced by  Confucian way.

the pow er of French language as well as 
pow er of France was no t strong enough to 
m ake a dram atic change in peop le 's  m ind at 
that time. After that period , R ussian was once 
considered as official language during 
Vietnam W ar an d  several follow ing decades. 
Books, m agazines, literature works/ 
inform ation, science w ere  b rough ỉ in by 
Russian expertb. Al th a t tim e (1980s) the 
main business partners o f Vietnam  came 
from Russia o r countries o f form er Soviet 
Union, as a re su lt s tu d en ts  as well as adults 
s tudied  Russian because it w as the only way 
to access to technology an d  science and  to 
m aster that language w as the insurance for 
their fu ture education o r  career. Russian was 
taught in schools, universities, hard ly  could 
w e find a person w ho could  not produce 
som e Russian words.

Since "doi m oi'' w ith  "open  door" policy, 
Vietnam ese people have  m ore chances to 
access lo new  w orld  w ith various 
inform ation, books, h igh  technology and 
science (which are in English). Furtherm ore, 
Vietnam has m ore chance to do  business with 
other countries^ tourism  develops, more 
foreigners visit Vietnam an d  the language 
often used  is English; as a consequence, the 
need to understand  an d  use the "'global 
language" is essential. W h a t's  m ore, w ith the 
w ide spread  of in ternet an d  super pow er of 
English speaking coun tries  in econom ic 
politic (the USA, the UK, C anada...); it is 
natural for English to replace Russian and 
becomes offirial languagG in Vietnam.

The im plications o f English can be seen 
clearly in every fields in V ietnam  as science, 
business, m edia, and  technology, education. 
These days^ people use English as an 
im portant tool to access in iorm ation  and  to 
gain know ledge for their needs. For students, 
English also has in ipo rtan t im plications to 
their study  as well as th e ir  fu tu re  career.
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The first and the m ost significant 
im plicatìon of English io  s tuden ts is to 
broaden their knowledge. Through internet, 
books, m agazines, m edia, s tuden ts have 
good chance to access to various inform ation, 
lifestyles and  know ledge around  the w orld. 
Today, about 80% of new  and u p d a te  
infonnalion can be loaded dow n from 
internet, thus, sỉuden ts can th row  them selves 
in the w orld  of inform ation, analyze, use the 
know ledge they acquire for their ow n 
purposes. W ith that know ledge, s tuden ts can 
have their ow n, independen t w ay to 
approach then  deal the issues they have. 
Critical, independen t and open  thinking, 
therefore, are built up  and  developed. 
Thanks to  their broaden know ledge, studen ts 
will then evaluate their ways of thinking and  
change o r  develop it in a suitable and  better 
way. The change in studen ts ' th inking can be 
seen in their study. S tudents becom e m ore 
open and  straightforw ard; they can express 
their opinions, m ake their voices heard  by 
show ing their a ttih ide to issues o r even argue 
w ilh teacher, which w ould  be considered 
njHp and a rrn rd in g  to traHiHnn;il
w ay of thinking, V ietnam ese people for a 
long tim e follow the C onfucian w ay of 
thinking w hich alw ays ask for obedience and 
'teacher- cen ter' o f students. S tudents h ad  no 
chance to express their ideas, they h ad  to use 
the indirect w ay to talk abou t a m atter or 
issue, furtherm ore, w hat teacher said w as 
considered "perfectly right" and  the "pow er 
distance" w as so strong in V ietnam ese 
culture Pham  Ha [5]. For the deep  influence 
of C o n fudan , s tuden ts "m ight be seen as 
passivity, insincerity and stup id ity" by 
w estern people Ellis Ị6].

Therefore, w hen talking abou t the 
positive change in V ietnam ese s tuden ts ' 
th inking an d  behavior in recent years w e

can 't no t m ention the im portan t ro le  of 
English in that "w ind of change".

The second and no less im portan t 
im plication can be realized in s tu d en ts ' 
am bition, that is â good position in fu tu re 
career. As English plays a vital role in every 
field (business, tourism , po litic  econom ic 
etc.), success o r failure in English mav’ be 
decisive in their future career prospect. If a 
s tu d en t m asters o r  has the com petcnce level 
in English, s /he  will surely have m ore chance 
to have a better job or a chance to receive 
goo d  tra in ing  in o ther countries o r even 
p o w er over som e m aitcrs than  o ther w ho 
d o es  not. If a s tuden t w an ts to receive 
scholarsh ip  o r apply to school, un iversity  in 
o th e r country, besides the s tu d y  grade, o n e  of 
the m ost im portant requirem ents is 
com petence level in English. M oreover; 
English helps s iuden ls built u p  their 
confidence and activeness. Armod w ith 
know ledge and the global language ihey can 
m ake them selves understood  alm ost 
everyw here, s tuden ts surely  have confidencc 
to deal w ith  the issue o r people they meet 
a n H  r o a d y  t o  A h s o rh  n o w  t h i n g s  ^ u r r o i in H n H  

by  w estern  lifestyle, V ietnam ese studen ts 
absorb  the practical and  active w ay of 
dealing  and  approaching  new  things. Wilh 
English s tu d en ts  can get m ore inform ation, 
know ledge in the  field they are interested in. 
T ogether w ith  confidcnce, activeness, thus, 
the door of new  world, good job will open 
w id er for them.

In short, w ith ihe  w idely spread  in 
V ietnam , English has helped students 
b roaden  know ledge, change the w ays of 
th ink ing  and  build  u p  confidence and 
activeness, brighten  career prospect for each 
s tuden t.

A lthough English has m ade positive 
contribuH ons lo V ietnam ese students '
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learning and thinkings It also goes w ith 
disadvantages.

English is one of the m ain factors, w hich 
cause the turbulence in V ietnam ese 
traditional culture. As m entioned above, 
V ietnam ese ideology was strongly  influenced 
by Chinese's philosophical traditions. The 
ideas of obedience, politeness and  know ledge 
w ere built u p  u n d er C onfucian systems. 
S tudents should alw ays place them selves in a 
low er position to the  teacher, they should  not 
argue o r  contradict their teacher publicly [3], 
[2Ị, they should follow their teacher findings 
o r follow wisely the  already-know n "p roper 
m oral norm " [3]. Therefore, the change in 
s tu d en ts ' thinking today has m ade a terrible 
shock to people, w ho  ior a long time are 
Confucian 's followers, w hen studen ts can 
ârgue with teacher and fight for their 
opinions. N ew  an d  som etim es too direct 
w ays of approaching and dealing an issue of 
studen ts can cause the insulting feeling to the 
"old generatìon". A rm ed w ilh  update  
knowledge, new  thinking way, over-open 
lifestyle, and practical m ind, young people 
are obsessed by an idea of do^iiroyinR the  olH 
to build  the new  one. M orality, family 
relations, and hum an relations can be 
ignored to fit w ith  the lifestyle they learnt 
from w estern iilms, books etc. M any young 
people become m ore aggressive, they are too 
far practical to deal things w ith h e a r t  sorrow  
and hum anity, which w as incredible in the 
past. The relationship betw een people is no 
longer in close contact as they are busy 
preparing plans for their future. They ignore 
ỉhe true fact that the so-call '"old culture" or 
'backw ard ' traditions m ust have positive and 
strong base to survive th rough  ou t nearly a 
thousand year. The change in young people' 
thinking and behavior has led to the sad fact 
that they  are ddy by  ddv losing their identity.

The conccpt of m orality, trad itional behavior, 
culture is seriously dam aged.

Besides, English also causes unfair 
com petitions. W hen English is badly  in need 
in Vietnam, people are no t exam ined with 
their real ability b u t degrees an d  English. 
People w ho do  no i have chance to leam 
English can no t get the suitable job or 
position w hile o ther w ithout ability but 
fluent in English get all the chances. More 
and m ore people enroll in English class to get 
the certificate in o rd er to have prom otion in 
job or to keep their seats in company. 
Consequently, the  trend  to have  English 
certiiicale becom es popular, and  people seem 
to care about quan tity  no t quality. A large 
num ber of people have degree of competence 
level o r advanced level; how ever, they can 
hardly  produce correct and m eaningful 
English sentences or utterances.

To sum  up, together w ith  advantages 
English also causes unsolved problem s as 
tradition turbulcncc such as moral 
degradation, w rcck in hum an relationships 
and  inequality in certain form of economic 
Af\<i oducíìHnn

W ith the w ide spread  and its usefulness 
in m any fields of life, English has helped 
people closcr in "global village" with inter­
connected intercsis in business, politic, 
b e n e f i t  sc ie n c e ,  t e c h n o lo g y ,  m i l i t a r y . . .  a n d  
its role as "global language" is undeniable. 
Thanks to the dom inance and  w ide use of the 
language in m edia, books e tc  people have 
m ore chance to get to know  about olher 
countries^ cultures, literature w orks etc, thus, 
broaden their know ledge w ith  the help of 
com m on and popu lar language. 
Furtherm ore, English w ith the developm ent 
of technology, science, m edia, will help 
opening the door to  a new , better and 
dynam ic w orld.
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5. C onclusion

In this w ritìng, 1 have discussed about the 
term  "global language" and  tw o w ays to 
m ake a language "global", they are official 
s ta tu s  and education  priority. I also have 
g i v e n  e x a m p l e s  a n d  c i te  i d e a s  o f  [1] 
explanation to the w ay a language achieve 
the status. To explain how  a language 
becom es "global", I follow C rystal's 
assum ption abou t th ree factors tha t play vital 
role, they are m ilitary, politic and economic 
pow er. In this part, I have presented som e 
exam ples to m ake the assum ption clear. To 
p u rsu e  the issue w h y  English dom inates as a 

global language" I use the factors tha t are 
p roved  in the first p art to com pare to English 
role. By com paring and  analyzing the role 0 Í 
English, it is show n that English has m et all 
the requirem ents o f "global language" w ith 
ihe m iiilary, politic pow er lo achieve Ihe 
status and  econom ic super pow er to m aintain 
and  expand it. To illustrate the roles of 
English, 1 present the  im plications of English 
to V ietnam ese studen ts. I have analyzed and  
confirm ed the advantages in term s of

know ledge, thinking w ay and c a r te r  
prospect to student, on  the  o ther side, 
d isadvantages o f that im plication su ch  as 
tradition chaos and inequality  in com pclition  
are also looked into.
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Tiếng Anh - Ngôn ngữ toàn câu 
và tác động của nó với người học ở Việt Nam

N g u y ễ n  T h ú y  N g a

Khoa tiếng Anh, Tneờng Đại học Sir phạm Hà Nội,
136 Xuân Thủy, Câu d a y ,  Hà Nội, Việt Nam

Bài viêí này viết vể những yêu tố  g iúp  m ộ t ngôn n g ữ  có đư ợc vị frí toàn cẩu và nh ữ n g  điẽu 
kiện đ ế  giúp cho tiếng Anh có được vị íh ế đ ỏ . N hữ ng  tác dộng  của ngôn ngữ  toàn  cẩu vói ngưòi 
học ớ  Việt N am  cũng  đuọc đ ẽ  cập đến  trong  bài viết này. Tác độn g  của tiếng A nh vào  nhicu lĩnh 
vực cùa Việt N am  n h ư  khoa học, kinh doanh, truyền  thông, công nghệ và g iáo  d ụ c  cũng  được 
xem  xét và phán tích. Cúng với sự  ph á t triển của công nghệ, truyển  Ihông, khoa học... tiếng Anh 
sẽ g iú p  m ò cánh cửa ciia m ột th ếg ió i mód, tốl đ ẹp  và năng độn g  hơn đôì với sinh  viên.


