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In this weeks "University Report" the English 
language. You know there are probably more local , 
national and re gional forms of the English language 
than anything else - perhaps for no other reason 
than our imperial aggression went further than most~ 
Yet considering the hundreds of thousands of 
English dialects that are spoken throughout the 
world very few people have yet studied the differ
ences that have developed, and even less comparitive 
studies have been made, in spite of the fact that 
inevitably cross-intelligibility and comprehension 
must, in some cases, be pretty low by now. 
Well a new Institute has been set up at the 
University of Leeds which will, it hopes serve to 
fill this gap. The first Director - and the man 
largely r esponsible for getting the Institute 
going - is John Spencer. He came into the "Univer
sity Report" studios on a recent trip to London -
and first I asked him to explain what his new 
Institute of Modern English Languages Studies is 
going to do . 

Well the Institute has been set up at Leeds Univer
sity for the purpose of encouraging and stimulating 
the study of English in its overseas contexts, and 
the history of its extension overseas during the 
last four centuries, with particular reference to 
the Commonwealth, though not exclusively so. 
~·!hat we hope to do is, by the means of post- graduate 
training courses, and the stimulation of research 
by ourselves and others, to make the study of 
English in its overseas contexts a more widely 
recognised aspect of university teaching and 
research within English departments . We hope also 
that we can, by collaborative efforts, bring more 
research work to bear upon English' in the complex 
situations that one finds in different parts of t he 
cemrnonwealth - in Africa, in the Carribbean in Asia 
and so- on - where English is in continual contact 
with other languages, where it's a second language 
but a lingua franca; we need to understand these 
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situations better and we hope that we can play our 
part in stimulating this kind of work to a greate r 
extent than has been the case in the past. 

Is this the first Institute of its kind, the first 
~entre of its kind? 

I think it would be true to say that this is the . 
first Institute with a special responsibility for 
the study of English in the Commonwealth . There 
are of course many scholars in different parts of 
the world who are investigating English in different 
circumstances, and the divergences which are 
occuring within it from place to place. We would" 
hope to collaborate with some of them if they are 
willing to do so. But I think we are the first 
Institute for what one might call the study of 
Commonwealth Englishes . 

There has in fact been a lot of discussion and a 
lot of research done into English as a second 
language, particularly as far as schools are 
concerned, primary and secondary schools . Why is 
it that it's taken so long for a university to take 
this sort of line as far as the language as a whole 
is concerned? 

.. 

Well there are, I suppose , time lags, and there's 
a natural academic inertia about these matters . 
Individuals of course have pressed forward and done 
research in these areas, but the syllabuses in 
Engl ish, both in Britain and in universities overseas, 
and especially in those areas where syllabuses were, 
so- to-speak, taken over almost as a package from 
British Universities in Asia and Africa. These 
syllabuses for under-grnduates have normally been 
of the traditional mixture - language and literature 

more or less of one or the other, depending very 
often on the students' choice. But the language 
aspect has perhaps been slower to shift its emphasis 
towards the needs of the student concerned, towards 
the place of English in the life of the community 
which the university serves than the literature side 
has. We get plenty of instances of regional liter
atures being studied in depth in undergraduate 
courses. We have very few cases where the syllabus 
on the language side takes into account the place of 
English in the regional country concerned, which 
gives the student the opportunity of studying what 
English is like in his own society and the kind of 
influences that have caused it to be this way. 
Thus for exampl e, when I act as external examiner, 
as I do for some West African universities , although 
it's not true in all cases there are instances where 
there is mo reflection whatsoever in the syllabus, 
that the student who is taking these examinations, 
or following the syllabus, is not a native speaker 
of English living in Britain. 
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You mentioned West African univers i ties - what about 
East Africa , Central Africa , Southern Africa? 

Well, I couldn ' t, I think, speak with the same kind 
of knowledge about these areas but I think there 
are the same signs that there is a searching there 
for some kind of language study that reflects the 
local situation. Clearly in East Africa the matter 
is different from West Africa in the sense that for 
example in Tanzania one would expect a great concen
tration on Swahili, it may be. But I think they ' re 
all moving slowly towards wishing to develop their 
English language stud i es in some direction that re 
flects local ne eds , and local situations. But again 
I think more research is needed and we hope to 
colla borate here . 

It is odd thoug~ as John Spencer said, that language 
should drag behind literature though - perhaps it's 
partly that a lit8rature syl labus is mucb easier t o 
understand - and so to put pressura on it for change ~ 
Anyway Leeds University's Department of English has 
had a special interest in the Commonweal th, and in 
Commonwealth Literature particularly, for a l ong 
time - and in many ways it ' s difficult to see what 
this _separate Institute is goi ng to be , or do, that 
is new - so I asked John Spencer what they are doing 
now tha t hasn ' t been done before . 

I think by giving the study of commonwealth English 
some status, giving it a local habitation and a name , 
if you like , by means of this Institute . I t will 
give us the opportunity of engaging in various kinds 
of collaborati on with universities overseas, which 
woul dn ' t have been possible to the same ext ent before. 
It will give us the opportunity, hopefully , of 
getting outside funds for research projects, vis i ting 
fellowships , graduate scholarships and so on, and 
by this means we hope that the work will extend 
itself . 

As no doubt you ' re aware there has in fact been a 
great deal of discussion and perhaps criticism , of 
the use of the word 'commonwealt h' in terms of a 
literature, and now there ' s going to be a thing 
also concerned with commonwealth languages . Can 
you really use this as definitive term for an area 
of this type ? 

No , I would never use the t erm 'Commonwealth 
English' except in an unguarded mement perhaps . 
I don't like the pluralisation which I used I think 
a moment ago - ' Commonwealt h Bnglishes ' 1 but it is 
true that we ~hould talk I think about the English 
language in the Commonwealth - it takes many forms, 
it is and has been under very aiverse influences, it 
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attempts in various parts of the world to reflect 
different experiencea and is in contact with many 
different cultures. As a result it ' s bound to 
diverge and I think we shouldn ' t really talk of 
Commonwealth English RS if its some homogeneous 
and unified but slightly different form from , say 
American English or British English . What we 're 
interested in is the diversity which English takes 
- studying it, documenting it, perhaps even 
attenpting so□e means of seeing how far it can 
diverge from place to place without reaching the 
breaking point of intelligibility , or rather the 
breaking point of unintelligibility 

Well this made me think of something that crops up 
time and time ~gain here in Britain with people I 
r.ieet . Often .Africans , say ,students , arrive in this 
country speaking English , and then to their horror 
they find people don ' t understand them - and, no t 
unnaturally , some t ake it as a deliberate insult 
based on colour prejudice ! So I asked John Spencer 
whether the sort of work the Institute will be 
doing will help with this sort of problem. 

Well I think there ' ll be a certain degree of influ
en ce, I would hope , as a r esult of res earch from 
publications in the long run from our Insitute. 
In the sense that the layman , especially if he ' s 
a native epeaker of English tends to expe ct people 
to adapt to his particular way of using English. 
We have to recognise this and I hope that this will 
be more widely accepted in the future , we have to 
recognise , as native speakers of English, that 
people are inevitably going to use English in diff
erent ways, and especially in different forms of 
pronunciation from place to place , and that we have 
to adapt to them as much , if not more than, they 
have to adapt to us . It seems to me that intelli
gibility is as rr.uch in the listener, if you're 
talking about spoken English, aB it is in the 
speaker , and we've got to get used to the diversity 
of English , we've got to experience it , and I think 
it ' s salutary to recognise , as I had to years ago 
when I first began to lecture to graduates of 
English in India , that they find it extremely 
difficult to understand my pronunci a t ion, since my 
pronunciation was very unfamiliar to them, although 
after a lecture or two they adapted to me , as I 
adapted to their form of English. 

Is this a field where comparative studies are going 
to really shed light , if you like, on the subject 
as a whole? 
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I think so, this is wha t I hope the Institute will 
be able to do, by acting in some sense as a liais on 
se ctor, we might be abl e , by seminars , confer ences, 
and collaborative r es earch projects , to bring 
together the people who are working on specific 
r egions and nake comp~ra tive studies of various 
kinds , and act as a centr e of documentation f or 
this purpose . 

I asked this in p~rticular , thinking in terms of 
not only Africa/England , or Africa within itself -
Ghana to Niceria - but within Nigeria, where you 
have v ery differen t languages in t e rms of, say, 
Hausa and Yorub~. How ar e you going to bring your
selves down , if you like , to this sort of problem , 
which is presumably rather more basic, rather than 
English to any given African language? 

Yes I think this also nee ds to be done. One would 
assume that this kind of work would predominantly 
be done by scholars locally ; we would hope to be 
able to help them perhaps by training , perhaps by 
simply collaborating in research with them . But 
this is certainly a matter tha t needs to be looked 
into, but as far as the internal variations of 
English within. a particular country concerned, 
much would depend on the degree to which people are 
prepared to collabor ate with us in research proje cts 
of various kinds . We already hope to have collab
or a tion in the field of West African use of English 
with some of the s cholars in West Africa and the 
Cameroon particularly . 

Well it all sounds very exc iting I think, but, of 
course , it's still large ly in the future since this 
is only their first t e rm - and so finally John 
Spenc ar expla ined to me what the situation is now . 

Well , I and two colle agues are specifically allocated 
to the Institute full - time for tea ching and r esearch . 
A8 s oon as we ' ve had time to talk, to draw breRth, 
we hope to a ssocia t e with us in our work other 
members of staff within Leeds University in , perhaps , 
the Department of Educa tion , the Institute of 
Education , the De p~rtment of Linguistics , the 
Department of Phonetics, who have special inter ests 
in the study of Enclish around the world, or English 
langu~ge t eaching . These would be perhaps associates 
with us for particular aspects of our work . Then 
we would expect , and ind ~ed I ' m already negotiati ng 
we would ex pe ct people from other Universities to 
sugges t possible areas of collabora tion . This is 
already happening as f a r as the University of 
Cameroon is concerned, and possibly as far as the 
University of the West Indies, although this is not 
by any means settled yet, and I ' m already in contact 
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with a group of universities in California who are 
interested in doing comparative studies of Americ~n 
Engl ish and British English ano their respective 
influence and conflict in various par ts of the 
world . This is the way it will , I think , develop, 
if we ' re fortunate and work hard . 

John Spenc er, Director of the Institute of Modern 
English Language Studies at the University of Leeds . 
And we will be kee ping in touch with the Institute 
and bringi ng you news of i ts developmen t . And 
that' s all from "University Report" for this we ek -
next week we ' ll be bringing you news of plans for 
one of the biggest ~nd most ambit ious conferneces 
on Africa ever to be held i n Britain , and f r om the 
University of Botswana, Llsotho and Swaziland a 
discussion on a school science teaching project . 
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