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Introduction: Native speakerism has a profound influence on many aspects of ELT, for example negatively affecting job opportunities of those perceived as ‘non-native speakers’. Nevertheless, little is known about the effect of native speakerism on the recruitment of course book authors (CBAs).

Methods: Therefore, this study analysed the linguistic and ethnic representation of 161 CBAs of 77 business English business English and English for specific purposes English for Specific Purposes course books (CBs) published globally by Pearson, OUP, CUP, Macmillan and NGL.

Results: The data clearly show that publishers tend to hire white ‘native speakers’ from the UK as CBAs. More specifically, 90% of all CBA slots were taken by ‘native speakers’, 95% by white CBAs, and 78% by CBAs from the UK.

Discussion: This indicates a profound native speakerist bias among publishers against not only ‘non-native speakers’, but also those ‘native speakers’ who are not white or do not come from the UK. It is thus suggested that business English and English for Specific Purposes publishers pay greater attention to the diversity of the author teams they hire.
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Introduction

Native speakerism can be defined as an ideology which places those perceived as ‘native speakers’ as superior both linguistically, culturally and pedagogically to those perceived as ‘non-native speakers’ (Holliday, 2005, 2006). The word perceived is emphasized here because who is regarded as a ‘native’ or a ‘non-native speaker’ in ELT is highly subjective and ideological (Aboshiha, 2015). For example, those ‘native speakers’ of English who are not white might not be perceived as ‘native speakers’ and may thus suffer similar discrimination that many ‘non-native speakers’ do (Esch et al., 2020; Rivers and Ross, 2013; Ruecker and Ives, 2015). In addition, despite several book-length attempts to define the concept of the ‘native speaker’, it still remains fairly elusive (Davies, 1991, 2003, 2013).

Nevertheless, it is clear that those perceived as ‘native speakers’, which often means those L1 English users who are white, Western-looking and come from an Inner Circle country (Kachru, 1983), that is a country where English has been spoken as a mother tongue for a considerable amount of time, such as the UK or the US, have numerous unfair advantages in the profession. For example, Kiczkowiak and Lowe (2021) showed that ‘native speakers’ and white speakers predominate as plenary speakers at ELT conferences in the EU. Moreover, research has demonstrated that recruiters prefer hiring ‘native speakers’ (Kiczkowiak, 2020; Mahboob and Golden, 2013; Selvi, 2010). This can go as far as discriminating against people of color (Park, 2012) and rejecting applicants because of ‘non-Western’ names (Ali, 2009). There is also some evidence showing that students have a preference for ‘native speakers’ and standard ‘native speaker’ accents (Cheung and Braine, 2007; Kiczkowiak, 2019; Levis et al., 2017), although this bias is less visible when students do not know their teacher’s ‘nativeness’ or are unable to identify their accent as ‘native’ or ‘non-native’ (Aslan and Thompson, 2016; Scales et al., 2006; Watson Todd and Pojanapunya, 2009). This can lead to unequal job opportunities and feelings of inferiority among those perceived as ‘non-native speakers’ (Bernat, 2008; Lowe and Kiczkowiak, 2016).

Nevertheless, while much has been stated on native speakerism and its ideological foundations as well as its impact on the L2 learners and teachers, much less is known about the effect of native speakerism on who is hired to write CBs. To date, only one study has examined the representation of ‘native’ and ‘non-native speakers’, and white and people of color (POC) among course book authors (CBAs) (Kiczkowiak, 2022). The study investigated 127 CBAs of 28 general English general English CB series for adults showing that 98% of all CBAs were ‘native speakers’, 97% were white, and 79% from the UK. However, it was limited to a sample of general English CBs for adults, and no study to date has analyzed this issue in business English or English for Specific Purposes CBs.

Therefore, this study aims to examine the representation of ‘native’ and ‘non-native speakers’, as well as white people and POC among CBAs of business English and English for Specific Purposes books published globally by OUP, CUP, NGL, Macmillan, and Pearson.

This paper shows that the vast majority of business English and English for Specific Purposes CBAs are ‘native speakers’ (90%), are white (95%), and from the UK (78%). This confirms Kiczkowiak (2022) earlier findings about general English CBs and further highlights the profound bias against POC and ‘non-native speakers’ in ELT publishing. These findings are important as they might encourage ELT publishers to rethink their author hiring process in order to address this bias. Future research can also examine to what extent this lack of diversity among the CBAs might lead to a similar lack of linguistic or ethnic diversity in the CB materials themselves.

This paper is organized as follows. The following section presents the methodology used in this study. Afterwards, the results are presented and discussed, drawing comparisons with previous literature where relevant. Finally, this paper ends by outlining some practical implications of this study and making suggestions for future research.



Literature review

The ideology of native speakerism posits that those perceived as ‘native speakers’ are treated as superior in numerous aspects within ELT (Holliday, 2006, 2013). For the purposes of this paper, it is defined as a systemic ideology which has Western chauvinism at its core, is deeply ingrained in the ELT profession, and profoundly affects the lives of various ELT professionals and students. Despite the critique it has received in recent years (Kiczkowiak and Wu, 2018) and attempts from organizations to tackle it (Kamhi-Stein, 2016), it still exerts a powerful impact on ELT (Kumaravadivelu, 2016). In other words, native speakerism can be thought of as ‘common-sense’ knowledge of ‘native speaker’ linguistic, cultural and pedagogical superiority, which is often taken for granted in ELT, spread and institutionalized through various practices.

It is important to point out here that one of the core tenets of native speakerism is the objectivity of the terms ‘native’ and ‘non-native speaker’. Various studies, however, show that the terms are applied arbitrarily based on ideological and often racist notions such as skin color or even names (Aboshiha, 2015; Ali, 2009; Amin, 2004). As a result, within ELT, ‘native’ and ‘non-native speaker’ categories are socially constructed and often based on stereotypes held by others. When these terms are thus used in this paper, they are not used as objective labels, but rather as subjective and socially constructed ones, which are often based on ideological notions. To reflect this subjective and ideological nature of the terms, ‘native’ and ‘non-native speakers’ are placed in inverted commas.

It has been recently suggested that the terms should be abolished entirely, as to continue using them continues the perpetuation of the ideology and the discrimination resulting from it (Rudolph, 2022; Selvi et al., 2022). While in principle this argument has considerable merit, it should also be noted that in order to study a social reality in which a group of people might be discriminated against, a use of some labels, albeit ideologically laden, might be necessary. Moreover, doing away with the terms completely, even for research purposes, can lead to what has been referred to color-blind liberalism, whereby the labels are abolished in search of equality, but the discrimination continues (Kiczkowiak and Lowe 2021).

One of the areas where native speakerism is most widely visible and evidenced is ELT recruitment. Already 20 years ago researchers showed that ‘native speakers’ are preferred by ELT recruiters in the US and the UK (Clark and Paran, 2007; Mahboob, 2003). Since then, this has been confirmed in other contexts (Kiczkowiak, 2020), and ‘native speakers’ have been shown to receive higher salaries (Paciorkowski, 2021; Panaligan and Curran, 2022). Studies have also shown that recruiters often prefer ‘native speakers’ who are white and Western-looking (Rivers, 2016; Ruecker and Ives, 2015). Indeed, there are numerous accounts of POC who highlight their discrimination when seeking ELT jobs (Hashimoto, 2013; Park, 2012). Thus, in ELT recruitment a ‘native speaker’ is often idealized and perceived as a white person from the native-speaking West (Rivers and Ross, 2013).

Much less is known, however, about the recruitment of CBAs by publishers. Indeed, thus far only one study has investigated this, showing that the vast majority of general English CBAs are white ‘native speakers’ from the UK or the US (Kiczkowiak, 2022). Bearing in mind the importance of CBs in teaching English (Canale, 2021; McGrath, 2013), this is rather surprising. Therefore, this study seeks to investigate the representation of ‘native’ and ‘non-native speakers’, as well as POC and white people, among business English and English for Specific Purposes CBs published by NGL, OUP, Pearson, CUP and Macmillan.



Materials and methods

First, the study focused on five publishers (OUP, CUP, NGL, Macmillan, and Pearson) as together they accounted for 56.6% of ELT market share in 2016 (Worlock, 2017). Moreover, their books are published globally, and thus the results from the analysis might more accurately reflect wider ELT trends in terms of diversity among CBAs than a sample of CBs published in one particular country. Since previous research has shed some light on this issue as far as general English CBs for adults are concerned (Kiczkowiak, 2022), it was decided that only English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs be included in this study. In addition to general English CBs, young learners, exam preparation and English for Academic Purposes CBs were also excluded from this study. Even though English for Academic Purposes might be seen as a subdomain of English for Specific Purposes, on publishers’ websites EAP CBs were classified as two separate categories. On the other hand, English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs were frequently one category in publishers’ catalogues. Finally, self-study grammar or vocabulary books, such as CUP’s Business Vocabulary in Use, were also excluded.

A total of 80 CBs were included in this study (see Table 1). The number of authors was retrieved from publishers’ websites. The years of publication were retrieved from Amazon, as in most cases they were not available on publishers’ websites. The studied CBs were published between 2020 (2 CBs) and 1994 (1 CB). Almost half of the CBs (n = 38) were published between 2020 and 2011. There were a total of 183 CBA slots distributed across the 80 CBs ranging from 11 (Business Result, OUP) to one. However, the vast majority (167) had either one or two CBA slots (Mdn = 2). Since some CBAs authored more than one CB for the same or different publishers, and since the publisher had the freedom to hire whomever they deemed qualified for the job, it was decided that CBA slots would give a better overall picture of the diversity (or lack thereof) in the studied sample rather than the number of different CBAs themselves. The full list of CBs studied here can be found in the Supplementary Appendix.



TABLE 1 Overview of the CBs sampled for this study.
[image: Table1]

Arguably, classifying the CBAs into ‘native’ and ‘non-native speakers’ was one of the most challenging aspects of the project as these labels are highly contested in ELT (Dewaele et al., 2021; Holliday, 2005). This has led several scholars to completely reject them in favor of other, arguably less ideological, terms such as L1/L2/LX user (Dewaele, 2018) or expert user (Rampton, 1990). Nevertheless, since this study is concerned precisely with the ideology of native speakerism and how it might favor those perceived as ‘native speakers’ as CBAs, it seems appropriate to use the terms here with all their ideological baggage. Moreover, as previous authors have argued (Bhattacharya et al., 2019; Kiczkowiak and Lowe 2021), some crude form of labelling is necessary in order to be able to quantify the extent to which one group might be favored or discriminated.

Therefore, background information about the CBAs was gathered from publishers’ websites, social media and the Internet. In order to determine their ‘native’ or ‘non-native speaker’ status, country of origin, early education and accent were all taken into account. The classification into white and POC was based on CBAs photos available on publishers’ websites or elsewhere on the Internet. Their country of origin was similarly retrieved from the information retrieved from the Internet and social media.

Since it was not possible to gather sufficient background information on 13 CBAs to reliably determine their ‘nativeness’, ethnicity, or country of origin, they were excluded from the study. They occupied a total of 18 CBA slots, which reduced the sample to 165 slots. In addition, three CBs (English for Business: Professional English, English for the Financial Sector, and English for Business Studies 3rd Edition) were excluded from the study as they were written by individual CBAs about whom it was not possible to gather sufficient information. This reduced the number of analyzed CBs to 77.



Results

As can be seen in Table 2, 40 out of the total of 42 CBA slots were occupied by ‘native speakers’. In fact, the two ‘non-native speaker’ slots were occupied by the same person, which means OUP hired only one ‘non-native’ CBA for the 42 potential authoring opportunities between 2020 and 2015. It should also be observed, that four ‘native speaker’ CBAs worked on two titles each (data not shown). Moreover, all OUP CBAs in this sample were white, and 37 (88%) came from the UK. This data suggests that OUP not only tends to hire as business English and English for Specific Purposes CBAs those who are ‘native speakers’, but more specifically those who are white ‘native speakers’ from the UK.



TABLE 2 English for specific purposes and business English CBs published by OUP.
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When English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs published by NGL are analyzed (see Table 3), there initially seems to be much more diversity. Out of 19 CBA slots spread over six CBs, 10 are occupied by ‘native speakers’, while nine by ‘non-native speakers’, which gives an almost equal balance between the two groups. In addition, there are six (31%) POC slots and nine slots from countries other than the UK or the US. Nevertheless, two thirds of all ‘non-native speakers’ and POC were hired on one project, which means that there were only three ‘non-native speakers’ (23%) and no POC among the remaining 13 CBA slots. In addition, it should be noted that one ‘non-native speaker’ was hired three times for three different CBs, which further reduces the diversity.



TABLE 3 English for specific purposes and business English CBs published by NGL.
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Pearson’s CBs seem to display a similar trend as those of OUP. As can be seen in Table 4, 34 (97%) out of 35 CBA slots were taken by ‘native speakers’. In addition, there was not a single POC. More than two thirds (68%) of the CBAs were from the UK, and there were only three ‘native speaker’ CBAs from countries other than the US or the UK (one from Canada and two from Ireland). There were also various CBAs, all of whom were white ‘native speakers’, who worked on more than one book. In fact, one CBA was hired on four different CBs, another one on three, while four more on two CBs each. This further reduces the diversity among the CBAs and highlights the dominance of white ‘native speaker’s from the UK as CBAs already seen in OUP CBs.



TABLE 4 English for specific purposes and business English CBs published by Pearson.
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Similarly to OUP and Pearson, Macmillan also hired almost exclusively white ‘native speakers’ from the UK (see Table 5). Twenty-six out of the 27 CBA slots were taken by ‘native speakers’ and 26 by white people. In addition, 88% (n = 24) of the CBAs were from the UK. As with Pearson, there also seemed to be a tendency to hire the same ‘native speaker’ CBAs. For example, one white ‘native speaker’ was hired three times for three distinct CBs. In addition, five other white ‘native speakers’ were hired twice each. This means that almost half (48%; n = 13) of all CBA slots were taken by the same authors (data not shown), reducing the diversity among the author pool even further and leaving few opportunities for other CBAs.



TABLE 5 English for specific purposes and business English CBs published by Macmillan.
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The situation is very similar when business English and English for Specific Purposes CBs published by CUP are analyzed (see Table 6). 90% (n = 38) of the CBA slots are occupied by ‘native speakers’ and 98% (n = 41) by white authors. Furthermore, 83% (n = 35) of all the CBA slots were occupied by CBAs from the UK. It should also be noted that as other publishing houses, CUP tends to hire the same (white ‘native speaker’) authors repeatedly, with one author occupying three slots, and four authors occupying two slots each. This means that similarly to OUP, Pearson and Macmillan, CUP has a strong tendency to choose CBAs that are white ‘native speakers’ from the UK as authors of their English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs.



TABLE 6 English for specific purposes and business English CBs published by CUP.
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When all the CBA slots from the five analyzed publishers are taken together (see Table 7), it is clear that the vast majority were occupied not merely by ‘native speakers’ (90%), but by white authors (95%) most of whom come from the UK (78%). While it is true that NGL seems to have the most diverse group of CBAs in terms of ‘nativeness’ and skin color, it is worth highlighting that six out of nine ‘non-native speakers’ and four out of six POC worked on one specific NGL CB and where all from the same country and institution. Therefore, if this outlier was excluded from the sample, NGL’s line-up of CBAs would look very similar to those of other publishers. In addition, it would further reduce the ratio of ‘non-native speakers’ to a mere 6% and POC to 2%. The data thus clearly shows that a typical CB author of business English or English for Specific Purposes CBs is a white ‘native speaker’, typically from the UK. The data also suggests a tendency among the studied publishing houses to hire the same (white ‘native speaker’) CBAs repeatedly, thus further reducing the diversity.



TABLE 7 CBA slots in English for specific purposes and business English CBs published by OUP, NGL, Pearson, Macmillan and CUP.
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Discussion

This study is the first to analyze the extent to which native speakerism influences the hiring of English for Specific Purposes and business English CBAs. The results are very similar to those obtained by Kiczkowiak (2022), who analyzed general English CBs for adults published by the same five publishers. He found that 122 CBA slots out of a total of 126 (96%) were occupied by ‘native speakers,’ 123 (97%) by white CBAs, and 100 (79%) by CBAs from the UK. They also confirm the bias against ‘non-native speakers’ and POC prevalent in ELT recruitment (Kiczkowiak, 2022; Mahboob, 2003; Mahboob and Golden, 2013), advertising (Lengeling and Pablo, 2012; Rivers, 2016) and on the conference circuit (Kiczkowiak and Lowe 2021). Nevertheless, further research on other types of ELT CBs (e.g., young learners, EAP, locally published CBs) is needed to ascertain how widespread the preference for white ‘native speaker’ CBAs from the UK is in ELT.

It is interesting to discuss to what extent such lack of diversity among business English and English for Specific Purposes CBAs might be reflected in the content of the CBs. Bearing in mind the international aspect of business communication in English, as well as that in other English for Specific Purposes fields (e.g., tourism, aviation, medicine), a substantial amount of which (if not the majority) occurs between ‘non-native speakers’ or with at least one ‘non-native speaker’ present, it could be expected that business English and English for Specific Purposes CBAs would aim to present a diverse range of speakers and Englishes. However, various authors have observed a dominance of ‘native speakers’ in English for Specific Purposes and business English CB recordings (Franceschi, 2015; Si, 2019; Van, 2019). Van (2019), who compared tourism CBs and natural discourse occurring in tourism settings (i.e., hotels), argues that the overrepresentation of ‘native speaker’ models in some English for Specific Purposes CBs does not adequately prepare students for real-life interactions, where conversations with other ‘non-native speakers’ predominate. Nevertheless, it is difficult to ascertain to what extent the lack of linguistic and racial diversity among CBAs reflects a similar lack of diversity in the content. On the one hand, in the general English context, some commissioning editors observed that hiring primarily white ‘native speakers’ from the UK can make the CBs more Western-centric (Kiczkowiak, 2022). On the other hand, CBAs highlight that their choice of what to include in a CB, for example in terms of pronunciation, is largely dictated by the publisher (Kiczkowiak, 2021; McCarthy, 2021). Therefore, future studies could aim to not only analyze the content of CBs, but also interview CBAs and commissioning editors to gain insights into the reasons behind for example mostly including ‘native speaker’ accents.

It is also important to discuss why almost 80% of all English for Specific Purposes and business English CBAs are white ‘native speakers’ from the UK. One reason could be the market demand from students and teachers using the CBs, which is a frequently cited argument by ELT recruiters who do not hire ‘non-native speakers’ (Kiczkowiak, 2020). This was indeed mentioned by one commissioning editor in a study of general English CBs (Kiczkowiak, 2022), and there is some indication that some learners do prefer ‘native speaker’ accents (Levis et al., 2017; Walkinshaw and Duong, 2012). Nevertheless, there is no evidence whether the inclusion of ‘non-native speaker’ CBAs would in any way negatively affect the sales of CBs. Another reason could be a conscious or unconscious bias among commissioning editors, who are responsible for hiring CBAs. To date only one study has explored this among general English CBs, showing that while commissioning editors are open to hiring diverse CBAs and recognize the benefits of it, they still mostly hire white ‘native speakers’ from the UK or the US (Kiczkowiak, 2022). It is likely then that an unconscious native speakerist bias against ‘non-native speakers’ and POC is at play, as numerous studies in other disciplines have shown (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2003; Oreopoulos and Dechief, 2012). It is also possible that there are very few POC or ‘non-native speakers’ who are CBAs, or who are sufficiently skilled or knowledgeable to become one. Indeed, some commissioning editors have observed that the ELT CA group is predominantly made up of white ‘native speakers’ (Kiczkowiak, 2022). This could explain why some white ‘native speakers’ are hired repeatedly as CBAs to write various CBs, while ‘non-native speakers’ and POC are rarely recruited at all. Future studies should, however, aim to determine the baseline representation of POC and ‘non-native speakers’ among CBAs to validate this claim.



Conclusion

This study is the first to analyze the representation of ‘native’ and ‘non-native speakers’, as well as POC and white people, among CBAs of English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs published by Pearson, OUP, CUP, Macmilan and NGL. It showed not only that the vast majority of CBAs are ‘native speakers’ (90%), but also that they are white (95%) and from the UK (78%). These results match very well those obtained by Kiczkowiak (2022), who examined the ‘nativeness’ and race of general English CBAs, the only other study on this topic to date. They also corroborate numerous other studies which show the discrimination in ELT hiring policies against those perceived as ‘non-native speakers’ (Kiczkowiak, 2020; Mahboob and Golden, 2013; Selvi, 2010).

One important limitation of this study is that it did not seek to analyze the content of the selected CBs. As a result, even though numerous studies show that the content of some English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs is rather ‘native speaker’ and Western centric English for Specific Purposes business English (Franceschi, 2015; Si, 2019; Van, 2019), it is unclear how this bias originates. Interviews with CBAs suggest that this might be due to publisher’s or commissioning editor’s demands (Kiczkowiak, 2021). Nevertheless, it is suggested larger scale studies are conducted on the content of CBs, for example utilizing natural language processing (Li et al., 2020). In addition, future research could aim to interview a greater number of CBAs or commissioning editors to better understand if and how the lack of diversity among CBAs influences the content of the books.

There are also several other limitations which should be taken into account. First, this study only analyzed authors of English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs published by five publishers. While they do represent a substantial proportion of the English for Specific Purposes and business English CB market due to the global outreach of publishing houses such as OUP or CUP studied here, they certainly are not representative of all English for Specific Purposes and business English materials, nor of other types of course books, such as those for young learners. Therefore, future research could focus on ‘nativeness’ and race of English for Specific Purposes and business English CBs published more locally by other publishers, as well as other types of course books, for example for young learners. In addition, this study did not seek to interview those responsible for hiring CBAs, such as commissioning editors. Although Kiczkowiak (2022) highlighted the difficulty in including commissioning editors in a study on general English CBs, due to for example challenges in identifying their names or contact details or unwillingness to participate, other researchers should aim to qualitative research involving commissioning editors’ or representatives of the publishing houses responsible for hiring CBAs to gain insights into the reasons why most CBAs hired seem to be white ‘native speakers’. Such study could also provide an opportunity to design an appropriate recruitment protocol that would allow publishers to hire more diverse CBA teams. Finally, the classification of CBAs into the different groups was done by the researcher based on publicly available information, which can be inaccurate and potentially misinterpreted. While such methodology has been successfully employed in previous studies (Kiczkowiak and Lowe, 2021; Kiczkowiak, 2022), future studies could ask participants to self-identify as for example ‘native speakers’ or POC.

The results of this study have an important practical implication for publishers. The data clearly shows that most English for Specific Purposes and business English CBAs are white ‘native speakers’ from the UK. This does not reflect the diversity of the English language and its users. It thus seems important that publishers hire more diverse CBA teams. This could be achieved through the process of blind hiring, which has been shown in numerous other disciplines to foster impartiality and lead to more diversity (Goldin and Rouse, 2000; Neumark, 2021). Since no research thus far has examined the effect of blind hiring in ELT, it is suggested that future studies examine its potential for dealing with native speakerism. In addition, compiling a list of potential ‘non-native’ and ‘non-white’ CBAs that could be used by publishers when hiring might be helpful. However, as Kiczkowiak and Lowe (2021) observe, this would have to be done with care to avoid excluding or stereotyping authors based on race or L1. Finally, the very fact of reporting inequalities can help bring them into spotlight and thus potentially lead to greater equality, as argued by other researchers (Bhattacharya et al., 2019; Gerull et al., 2020).
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