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English and the Non-Native Scholar

by Aw Sum Riter

1. INTRODUCTION

There can be little debate that English has established itself as the most important language in which scientists and academics in general communicate with one another (Crystal, 2000).  One area in which that fact has been shown to be particularly true is in scholarly publication, that is, when researchers (try to) publish their work in peer-reviewed journals.  Moreover, as has been pointed out by Hanauer and Englander (2011), when such researchers attempt to publish in English, they experience an increased "burden," including elevated levels of stress and a reduced sense of self-worth.  That non-native speakers face a greater challenge than native-speaker peers upon attempting to publish academic papers seems self-evident;  somewhat less evident, perhaps, is the extent to which non-native English-speaking researchers (henceforth, NNESR) are less successful at publishing as a direct result of their non-nativeness.  Put another way, is it the case that being a non-native means that one is less likely to get published?  In this paper I will provide a selective review of the literature in order to arrive at an answer, or at least a pathway to an answer, to that question.

2. THE NATURE OF THE CHALLENGE FACED BY NNESR

There can be little doubt that NNESRs are faced with a number of exceptional challenges when writing and, ultimately, attempting to publish their scholarly work.  As pointed out by Haneuer and Englander (2011), they face linguistic challenges (i.e. trying to use the language itself), as well as genre-related ones (i.e. attempting to adhere to generally-accepted conventions of structure and style).  Belcher (2007) also finds evidence for additional problems caused by not understanding what editors mean when they request revisions, often resulting in their simply giving up.

Flowerdew (2007), however, takes the challenge a step further still.  According to Flowerdew, not only do scholars face challenges related to language and genre, but they are also "stigmatized" by academia - even by their own peers.  In support of this assertion, Flowerdew provides a number of (mainly) anecdotal examples based on his own experience and research in related studies.  For example, he cites the example of a researcher from Hong Kong who was so ashamed that he had to resort to a professional editing agency in order to improve his article, that he made sure that "the deal" was conducted off campus.  Flowerdew also provides a number of examples wherein the researcher in question "felt" (p. 22) that she or he had been unfairly treated simply because they had been identified as not being native speakers.
Hence, Flowerdew raises an interesting question:  Are NNESRs treated unfairly simply because they are NNESRs?  In the sections that follow, I will provide a critical review of the evidence that Flowerdew offers, and look at other variables that may also cause NNESRs to feel they have an unfair disadvantage. 
3. NNESR UNFAIR TREATMENT: THE EVIDENCE
(Here I will present a description of the evidence that Flowerdew provides, in addition to a few other authors.)

4. CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF EVIDENCE PRESENTED BY FLOWERDEW
(Here I will re-consider the value and validity of the evidence presented in Section 3 above, presenting it in a more critical light, in part through the voices of authors such as Casanave.)

5. OTHER INTERPRETATIONS OF STRUGGLES FACED BY NNESRs
(Here I will present evidence from Belcher (2007) and others who add complexity to the discussion, in support of Casanave’s view.

6. CONCLUSION: WHAT WE KNOW, WHAT WE STILL NEED TO KNOW
(I will conclude by recapping what was covered in this essay, highlighting the main message [“we do not really know the true nature of the struggles”], and in consideration of the discussion, also present an agenda for future research to fill the gap in what we still do not know, or do not know enough about.)
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