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In today’s world, English language teaching can be teaching English as a Foreign Language on the one 

hand or teaching English as a Lingua Franca on the other, or it can perhaps be somewhere in between. 

Here’s a representation of ELT with EFL (TEFL) and ELT with ELF (TELF), and other ELT between them: 

  

 

 

          
  

EOP 

EAP 

ESP 

 

 

 

 

Note: The term ‘user’ covers the four basic communicative skills better than ‘speaker’. 

Above, I’ve mentioned the English language, the teaching of the English language, and today’s world, 

so I’ll now focus on each in turn, but probably mix them a bit at times. 

 

The English language 

In TEFL (teaching English as a foreign language) there are issues with the English language, or at least 

some teaching decisions to take about it. Is it to be British, American, Australian, or another variety of 

English? Then, whether British, American or whatever, is it to be more everyday vernacular English or 

more formal English, or across the spectrum? 

Most EFL textbooks (and most textbooks are in fact EFL, not ELF), and many teachers, clearly work on 

either British or American English. They often slightly falsify or exaggerate features of the chosen 

variety, e.g. suggesting that Brits never say ‘Do you have…?’ for possession or ‘movie’ and that 

Americans never say ‘Have you got…?’ or ‘film’. However, there are indeed typical differences, though 

they hardly ever interfere at all with communication. Note that the differences tend to be much greater 

in everyday colloquial speech than in more formal discourse, especially formal writing. 

On the vernacular-formal axis, some EFL textbooks, and some teachers, go for a lot of ‘Yeah’, ‘Wow!’, 

‘Cool!’, ‘I just love…’, ‘I guess so.’, etc. (examples taken from actual textbooks) and idiomatic 

expressions, while others stick mostly to ‘Yes’, ‘I really like…’, etc., and non-figurative language. The 

textbook writers and teachers inclined towards more formal English may consider that their students 

are unlikely to often be in very informal everyday situations with native speakers, and if they are, they’ll 

quickly pick up vernacular forms from whoever they’re with most – Americans or Britons, hip young 

TEFL 
Teaching English as a Foreign Language 

English is the native language of the 

British, Americans, Canadians, 

Australians, etc.  For all other users 

of English, it’s a foreign language, 

not belonging to them at all. 

In TEFL, students are expected to 

get as close as they can to 

‘native user English’. 

 

 

TELF 
Teaching English as a Lingua Franca 

English belongs to all those around the 

world who regularly use it for 

communication, most of them now 

not native (or mother tongue) users. 

In TELF, students are expected to 

become as communicatively 

competent as they can in 

‘English for international communication’. 



friends or serious business associates, etc. I haven’t yet met a textbook with ‘gonna’, ‘gotta’, ‘wanna’, 

‘oughta’, ‘gimme’, or ‘G’day!’, but there might be some out there, or teachers who dwell on such things 

(and say their students love it – as a few actually may). 

In TELF (teaching English as a lingua franca) there are also issues with the language, or teaching 

decisions to take about it. For a start, ‘English as a Lingua Franca’ is not a variety of English like British 

English or American English. In fact, the English taught can actually be British English or American English 

(for international use), or it can mix both, and other internationally intelligible varieties. 

Remember too that there has never been ‘pure’ British English or ‘pure’ American English; they both 

cover regional varieties like those of South England, Wales, North England and Scotland, and North East 

USA, Deep South, Mid-West and West Coast. Also, like all languages, English is continually changing. In 

the past, it was changed by Norman French after the conquest of England in 1066, especially in the 

language of government and law, and by Latin and Greek, especially in religion, philosophy and science, 

and by the languages of the British Empire, especially those of India, and by Spanish as ‘Anglo Saxons’ 

and ‘Hispanics’ clashed and combined in what is now the south and west of the USA. 

The modern use of English as a lingua franca has itself surely influenced native varieties of English too, 

and will continue to do so. One effect that has been predicted is the continued simplification of English 

grammar, such as the dropping of the 3rd person ‘s’ ending, which already occurs in ‘non-standard’ 

native speech (“It really don’t matter”). And native users themselves contribute to change: “If it would 

happen…” is becoming standard spoken American English instead of “If it happened…”, and “He 

referenced the report” is becoming as common as “He referred to the report”.     

In short, no ‘pure’ variety of English need be the target language of TELF, certainly not the obsession of 

teaching. TEFL has to work with a body of English, of course, but which one or combination doesn’t 

matter that much, though generally ‘British English’ in Europe and ‘American English’ in the northern 

part of Latin American would be logical. TELF is more about how you teach English than what English 

you teach, though what you teach is also important. TELF naturally tends towards neutral and formal 

language rather than the chatty colloquial English in some TEFL textbooks: it’s English for effective 

international communication (including with Americans, Britons, Canadians, Australians and other 

native users of English, but perhaps more with other non-native users of English), probably largely work-

related and not for everyday life in the USA, the UK or wherever.  

 

The teaching of the English language 

In TEFL there’s a traditional and evolving repertoire of ways to get students to sound, express 

themselves and even behave like a specific group of native users of English, usually educated Britons or 

Americans. The word ‘educated’ is important here because, while these Britons or Americans may say 

‘Yeah’, ‘Wow!’, ‘No kidding’ and ‘See you’ quite a lot, they seem never to mispronounce a word or 

phrase, never to use a word or phrase in an odd or mistaken way, and never to use deviant grammar 

(unlike their ‘less educated’ compatriots who regularly say things like “It don’t matter none”). At least 

that’s how it might seem to students of EFL, who are regularly corrected for such things and pushed 

towards greater ‘Britishness’ or ‘Americanness’. This characterisation of TEFL is an exaggeration, of 

course, but it gives a sense of where TEFL is directed, even though most teachers around the world are 

unable to take students there because they themselves haven’t got to very native-like English. 



The aim of TEFL (often an impossible dream) is to produce native-like users of English, particularly as 

speakers. The highest praise from a competent EFL teacher might include: “You really sounded like an 

American all through your presentation! Congratulations!”.  The rejection of English as a lingua franca 

by such a teacher may be conveyed in comments like: “What you said was perfectly correct English and 

perfectly clear, but a British person would never express it that way. They’d say…”. 

The linguistic aim of native-like English is usually accompanied by a focus on native-like use. Not only 

are students expected to learn specifically ‘American English’ or specifically ‘British English’, but also to 

use it for all the things Americans or Britons use it for in their daily lives, many of which most students 

of EFL (especially in regions like Latin America) will never use English for. This is where ‘Yeah’, ‘Wow!’, 

‘Cool!’ and ‘See you’ may come into the EFL course, along with conversations about the students’ 

personal lives, past, present and future, and practice of shopping and other everyday transactions. Of 

course, that’s not necessarily a complete waste of time: most of the grammar and some of the 

vocabulary can be adapted to what students eventually really use English for, e.g. higher education 

studies, occupational training, work, receiving foreign visitors and showing them around their city. 

However, it’s more logical to go directly for those things, at least from upper secondary school on. 

In TELF, that indeed tends to be the communicative focus: less colloquial English for everyday and 

personal life (or for stays in one’s favourite English-speaking country), and more neutral and formal 

English for international communication. Where groups of students have clear study, work or other 

practical needs, the TELF can be English for academic purposes (EAP, in higher education), or English 

for occupational purposes (EOP, in technical institutes or companies) or English for specific purposes 

(ESP, in any of the above where students are grouped by study or work speciality). TEFL can also 

eventually go in those directions, after establishing a degree of native-like English, but TELF can do so 

from beginner level onwards. 

Another feature of TELF may be a more relaxed – or pragmatic – attitude towards linguistic accuracy 

and conventional forms of expression, and a greater emphasis on communicative effectiveness. In TELF, 

“What you said was perfectly correct English and perfectly clear” would probably be a compliment from 

the teacher, perhaps followed by “Well done!”. That doesn’t mean that accuracy and conventional 

patterns of expression are largely neglected, but models of English users might include Swedish, Indian 

and Argentinian scientists, business people, tourist guides, etc., as well as British, American and Irish 

ones, and work on accuracy may be more progressive and patient. 

Of course, TEFL has also gone in that direction since ‘fluency’ arose in the 1970s as a consideration to 

be balanced against linguistic accuracy. In fact, much TEFL has drifted a bit towards TELF, working more 

on English for international travel and communication, and for study and work, and less on daily life in 

the USA or UK. EFL textbooks also often now highlight the inclusion of different accents of English in 

their listening material, and include non-native English users from different countries. However, the 

non-native users all seem to speak perfect British English or perfect American English, and American 

and British English are rarely if ever mixed. 

 

ELT in today’s world 

In today’s world (and even yesterday’s) American, British, Irish, Indian, Swedish, Nigerian and other 

English are mixed all the time, of course. A Brazilian or Mexican automotive engineer, parts supplier or 



machinery supplier (like my son-in-law)  may move from an American vehicle manufacturing plant, to 

a German one, to a Japanese one, to a French one, to a South Korean one, to an Italian one, and now 

to a Chinese one. Most of the communication will probably be in Portuguese or Spanish (unless it’s a 

trip to the parent company in the USA, Germany, Japan or wherever), but some of it will often be in 

English. English as a lingua franca. 

TEFL was the dominant ELT of the past, and may still be, though drifting towards TELF. Europeans were 

mostly taught British English, and Mexicans were mostly taught American English. That seemed to be 

common sense and the obvious thing to do. It still does for some people, especially those teaching or 

learning English in a specific native user context, like a bilingual school. The hope, if not the reality, used 

to be that the students would visit Britain or America and ‘use’ their English there, and also find 

opportunities to use it for various (mainly ‘American’ or mainly ‘British’) purposes in their own country. 

However, there are now more than twice as many proficient non-native users of English as native users 

in the world, and consequently more communication, in speech and writing, between two or more non-

native users than between native and non-native users. Many of those non-native users rarely or never 

use English in an English speaking country, and use it in their own country much more for study, work 

and professional development than for social or personal purposes. Most have notable non-native 

features in their English, especially their pronunciation and some idiolectic phrasing, but many may be 

more articulate in English than many native users, especially in their area of occupational expertise.  

Then there’s the English teachers. Fifty years ago, especially in private schools, many taught English 

because they’d learnt the language as children, in a bilingual school or through family members or 

activities, for example. They usually had no ELT training, but spoke English like or almost like an 

American or a Briton. Today, without ELT training they’d find it hard to get a decent ELT job, even with 

excellent English. Most English teachers in Latin America today, certainly in Mexico, have a degree in 

ELT, but they didn’t get beyond beginner level in English until their late teens or after. Their English, 

though good, is usually noticeably non-native, perhaps noticeably Hispanic or Brazilian. They may try to 

be good EFL teachers, and succeed to some extent. Or they may see themselves clearly as ELF teachers. 

As such, they let go of pure EFL and attend more to their students’ present or most likely needs, which 

are more likely to be for ELF than any specific variety of EFL. 

So, are you, or the teachers you coordinate, doing, or trying to do, TEFL (perhaps most appropriate in 

bilingual schools) or TELF (perhaps most appropriate in most of the world, and most of Latin America), 

or something else? Are you thinking of a shift in your ELT in the near future? Perhaps to EAP, EOP or 

ESP? 

 

For more on TELF see: 

Andrewes, S. 2012. At www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/elt-efl-elf-eap 

Graddol, D. 2006. At https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/books-english-next.pdf 
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