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This project looks at the development and roles of English across the ten nations that make up
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), namely Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia,
Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.

In 2009 the ASEAN Charter was approved and this legislated English as the sole working
language of the group. The project is particularly interested in looking at the implication of
English being the sole working language for the development of English on the one hand and
upon language education policy on the other hand.

In terms of the development of English, the use of English across ASEAN resembles more
the use of English as a lingua franca rather than the use of specific areal varieties of English
such as Malaysian or Singaporean English. To investigate the use of English as a lingua
franca cross ASEAN, the Asian Corpus of English (ACE) was collected. ACE is a corpus of
naturally occurring English being used as a lingua franca by ASEAN multilinguals. It
comprises some 110 hours of spoken data representing some one million words. It is also
complementary to the European-based ELF corpus, the Vienna Oxford Corpus of
International English (VOICE), and uses the same software and transcription conventions
allowing researchers to compare ACE with VOICE. ACE is freely available at
http://corpus.ied.edu.hk/ace/. ACE allows researchers to investigate how English is being
developed and used by ASEAN multilinguals.

In terms of language education policy, ASEAN sees the trend of the earlier and earlier
introduction of English into the primary school curriculum often at the expense of local
languages. We suggest that this is likely to lead to the loss of many local languages as
ASEAN governments focus on their respective national language and English as the primary
languages of education. A major exception to this is in the Philippines, where mother tongue-
based multilingual education (MTBMLE) has been introduced. MTBMLE allows the use of
one of nineteen gazetted languages as media of instruction for the early years of primary
school. A further exception is Indonesia, as this is the only ASEAN nation that does not
currently make English a compulsory subject at primary school.
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