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Abstract: English is commonly used as an official language, a second language for business and commerce, as well
as a medium of instruction in Outer Circle countries, including the Philippines. There have been studies about the impact
of the English language on the economy of certain Outer Circle countries; however, no existing research has presented a
comprehensive picture of its impact on the Philippines, which is renowned for excellence in industries that have
developed based on Filipinos’ high English proficiency, such as English-speaking call centers and both online and offline
schools that teach English as a second language (ESL). Therefore, this article comprehensively describes the relationship
between the English language and the economy of the Philippines and explores its associated problems. First, the article
briefly explains the history of English education in the Philippines to demonstrate why a large proportion of its
population is proficient in English. Second, it focuses on Filipinos’ English proficiency by examining their average
scores on international standardized English tests and the Business English Index. Furthermore, it reviews the literature
that investigates their evaluation of their own English as well as their awareness of the importance of English in their
workplaces. Third, it examines English-based industries: call center and ESL industries. Finally, it discusses the
problems of using English as a medium of instruction and the exploitation of the Philippines’ inexpensive labor force in
these English-based industries by developed countries.
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1. INTRODUCTION

English has become an international language, and many governments are promoting its study to ensure their
national prosperity and development (Erling & Seargeant, 2013). English is employed as a lingua franca, especially in
business (Wu, 2013) and science (Drubin, D. G. & Kellogg, D. R., 2012). Thus, the English language is integral to
economic development (British Council, 2013; Chaudhari, n.d.; Shefu & Shittu, 2015), and many people worldwide
study English out of economic necessity (McCormick, 2013).

Some researchers have investigated the relationship between English proficiency and economic development
(Arcandi & Grin, 2013; Azam et al., 2010; Erling et al.,2015; McCormick, 2013; Ozaki, 2018a) and prosperity (Ozaki,
2018b), in both regional and global contexts. Others investigated this relationship by focusing on particular countries or
areas, such as India (Meganathan, 2011), Pakistan, (Shamim, 2011), Africa (Williams, 2013), Bangladesh (Erling et al.,
2013), and Sub Saharan Africa (Rea-Dickinz et al., 2013). Thus far, there has not been much Philippines-based research
on this issue; therefore, this article attempts to provide an overview of the impact of the English language on the
economy of the Philippines. Furthermore, it addresses two problems related to the link between English and economic
development: the use of English as a medium of instruction (EMI) and excessive dependence on other countries. This
would lead both policymakers and implementers to reconsider the role of the English language and their approaches to
economic development.

2. Brief History of English in the Philippines

The Philippines was colonized by the U.S.A. in 1898, and English was introduced and spread throughout the
country upon the establishment of the public education system in 1901 (Bautista, 2001). American teachers sent to the
Philippines by the U.S. Government, known as Thomasites, were assigned to elementary schools; thus, English became
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the medium of instruction (Bernardo, 2008; Kawahara, 2005; Martin, 1999). They also trained Filipino teachers to be
able to teach in English (Misch, 2013), and consequently Filipino teachers currently teach students English and various
subjects in English.

3. High English Proficiency of Filipinos

There are specific test results that illustrate the high English proficiency of the Filipinos: The average TOEFL
iBT score of the Filipinos was 88/120 in 2018, which was the sixth highest out of 36 counties in Asia (Educational
Testing Service, 2019). Additionally, 77% of the IELTS test-takers in the Philippines obtained a score of 6.5 or over in
2018 (IELTS, 2019). These TOEFL score and IELTS band would grant admission to universities in English-speaking
countries. Another study highlighted their ranking on the EF English Proficiency Index, in which the Philippines is
ranked 18th out of 112 countries (Education First, 2021). The Business English Index (GlobalEnglish, 2013) investigated
more than 212,000 people who were subscribing to the English learning service offered worldwide by GlobalEnglish, a
company that delivers business English learning solutions and productivity tools, and indicated that the Filipinos’
business English proficiency is the highest among non-English speaking countries. However, it should be noted that these
results do not always accurately represent the average English proficiency of the whole population since they are based
on a relatively small number of test-takers (Ozaki, 2018a, b).

Nakahara (2005) investigated 121 native Tagalog speakers’ awareness of their command of English and found
that they evaluated their English ability as an 82.85 out of 100 on average (Listening: 83.41, Speaking: 75.40, Reading:
90.00, Writing: 82.60). He later conducted the same study on 216 Japanese and 102 Filipino individuals (Nakahara,
2008). The self-evaluated listening, speaking, reading, and writing scores of the Japanese participants were 30.15, 26.63,
36.82, and 27.44, respectively. On the other hand, the self-evaluated listening, speaking, reading, and writing scores of
the Filipino participants were 89.01, 84.30, 92.16, and 88.89, respectively. These scores indicated that Filipinos evaluated
their own English skills quite highly. However, it should be noted that these two studies were solely based on self-
reported measures, and no valid and reliable measurement was used. Therefore, their actual English proficiency might
not necessarily match these results. Furthermore, it investigated only a limited number of Tagalog speakers, despite there
being many native speakers of other languages in the Philippines.

Although the validity of the existing evidence of Filipinos’ high English proficiency is somewhat questionable,
the fact that the country has the largest number of English-speaking call centers (Keitel, 2009) is indicative of their strong
command of the language. Bajaj (2011) stated that the Philippines has become the hub of the call center business owing
to its large population of young people who speak English fluently without a strong foreign accent.

4. Importance of English in the Filipino Workplace

Nakahara (2008) researched into the importance of English in the workplace in the Philippines and Japan; he
revealed that over 80% of the 102 Filipino respondents used English in the following seven fields of their work:
meetings, conversations with colleagues, emails to colleagues, company documents, negotiations with business partners,
emails to business partners, and documents for business partners. In contrast, fewer than 5% of the Japanese respondents
reported that they were using the language in these seven fields.

English is also important for many Filipinos who wish to work abroad owing to the nation’s weak economy
(Nakahara, 2006). The total amount of money that overseas Filipino workers (OFWSs) sent to the Philippines in the first
half of the year 2002 was approximately one-third of the annual government revenue for 2004 (Nakahara, 2006).
Between April and September 2018, the total remittance sent by the approximately 2.3 million OFWs worldwide was
235.9 billion pesos (US$4,659,476,748) (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2019). However, no data is available regarding
how many of them actually use English on a daily basis in their workplaces.

5. Two Major English-based Industries

Business process outsourcing is a top contributor to the economy of the country (Schmidt, 2021), and it is based
on Filipinos’ high English proficiency (Cabigon, 2015). Recently, the necessity for Filipinos to have a strong command
of English has dramatically increased because of “the development of the offshoring and outsourcing (O&O) industry,”
especially “contact or call centers” (Keitel, 2009, p. 3). The Philippines has the largest number of call centers in the
world owing to its large English-speaking population (Keitel, 2009; Bajaj, 2011), and around 1.3 million Filipinos work
as call center agents (Mugra, 2021). “Entry-level call center agents often receive salaries that are double the norm—
$400-$600, as opposed to $200-$300, a month—in addition to health insurance and performance bonuses” (Murga,
2021, para. 3). This demonstrates the strong impact of the English language on the economy of the Philippines.

The other English-based industry is teaching English as a second language (ESL) (Cabigon, 2015). Especially
remote English language education is an important part of the Philippines’ O&O industry (Keitel, 2009). In China, the
popularity of Filipino teachers of English has been increasing, and their online schools alone are planning to hire 100,000
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more Filipino teachers (Yao, 2019). Several online English schools that hire Filipino teachers can be found on the
Internet quite easily. In addition, many English schools for foreigners exist in the Philippines (Ozaki, 2016), and they are
also considered part of the O&O industry since foreign nationals own most of them. Learning English in the Philippines
has gained greater popularity (Haisa, 2016) owing to its low cost (Brock, 2015; Haisa, 2016; McGeown, 2012) and
Filipinos’ high English proficiency (Cabigon, 2015; Chavez, 2014; Ozaki, 2011; GlobalEnglish, 2013). English learners
have been shifting to the Philippines from Inner Circle countries such as the United Kingdom, the U.S.A, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand (McGeown, 2012). For instance, approximately 100 Japanese junior and senior high schools
sent their students to the Philippines to study English in 2017 (“More Japanese,” 2018, March 5). Filipino teachers’
English proficiency is utilized also when they teach outside the Philippines. Although it is not clear whether they teach
only English, 1821 (Philippine Overseas Employment Administration, n.d.) and 1328 (Philippine Overseas Employment
Administration, n.d.) teachers from the Philippines were sent to diverse countries, where they taught in English, in the
years 2016 and 2017 respectively.

6. Problems Related to the Two English-Based Industries
6.1 Excessive Dependence on Developed Countries

The heavily English-influenced industries in the Philippines are excessively dependent on more developed
countries that occasionally exploit the inexpensive labor force of the country. For example, call centers as well as both
online and offline English schools are typically owned by foreign companies or individuals. The country’s reliance on
more developed countries occurs because of its relative economic inferiority and poverty; however, wage inflation,
escalating employee attrition, and increasing real estate costs are now a problem in the Philippines (White, 2018). Thus,
the country may not be able to maintain its status as the capital of the O&O industry. Therefore, it needs to find a way to
become more independent by effectively utilizing the English proficiency of its population. For example, it should
advance technology and export products to other countries. However, there is a possibility that EMI—the primary source
of their high English proficiency—might be hindering such development, as the next subsection explains.

6.2 English as a Medium of Instruction

The high English proficiency of Filipinos results from the fact that they use the language as an official language,
second language, and medium of instruction. However, EMI could be a double-edged sword. Although it can
dramatically improve the populace’s English proficiency, it might simultaneously hinder technological advancement and
economic development. Some researchers (Ramirez, Yuen, & Ramey, 1991; Thomas & Collier, 1997; Walter & Dekker,
2011) found that minority language students who received education in their first language displayed greater academic
achievement than those who were educated in their second or third language, which was often English. The level of
Filipino students’ academic achievement in math and science is not as high as that of their Japanese counterparts’
(Nakahara, 2011); a reason is that the Filipinos usually study these subjects in English, which is not their mother tongue
(‘Yanagihara, 2007). It must be extremely difficult for children to improve their analytical, critical, creative, and logical
thinking abilities to a high level in a language that they cannot completely understand or communicate in. Consequently,
they might find it difficult to thoroughly understand complex theories and develop them further or apply them practically.
Given this disadvantage of adopting EMI, the Department of Education in the Philippines has implemented the Mother
Tongue Based Multilingual Education policy to educate children in their mother tongues to facilitate the development of
their cognitive and academic abilities (Burton, 2013).

Various disadvantages of utilizing EMI have been found in different parts of the world. In Zambia, using
English as an educational language negatively influenced primary students’ reading and arithmetic skills (Rassool, 2013).
Melitz (2008) found that employing EMI led to a high illiteracy rate in Pakistan owing to a lack of qualified teachers and
resources, especially in rural areas. Ricento (2015) indicated the correlation between the national literacy rate and its
gross domestic product (GDP) as well as other economic and social development metrics. This happens because people
need to be literate to acquire knowledge and skills that are necessary for economic and social development. Furthermore,
Outer Circle countries, which utilize English as an official, second and/or main medium of instruction, were found to be
inferior in terms of both economic development (Ozaki, 2018a) and prosperity (Ozaki, 2018b) in comparison to
Expanding Circle countries, where English is not used in people’s daily lives. As these examples illustrate, English could
be an obstacle to technological, economic, and social progress. If adopting EMI continues to interfere with the
development of Filipinos’ knowledge, skills, and abilities that are necessary for such advancement, companies from
advanced countries will keep on exploiting the Filipino workers who have a good command of English.

6.3 Investigation of the Economic Development in Singapore as a Clue for a Possible Solution

A clue for a possible solution is to investigate the economic development in Singapore, which is highly developed
even though it is also located in Southeast Asia and adopts English as an official, second, and educational language due
to the colonization by Britain. Examining what this country has been doing to develop its economy might lead to
identifying effective ways to utilize English and facilitate independent economic development that does not involve
exploitation at the hands of more advanced countries. It does not have as many call centers of companies from English-
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speaking countries or online/offline English schools as the Philippines does, yet its GDP per capita was the fourth highest
among 190 countries, whereas that of the Philippines was 115th (Worldometer, 2017). Furthermore, Singaporean
students obtained the second-highest score on the reading, math, and science tests of the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) (Schleicher, 2019), which proves that their knowledge and skills in these domains are strong.
In contrast, Filipino students’ scores were very low on the PISA. Their scores were the lowest among all participating
nations on the reading test and the second lowest on the math and science tests (Schleicher, 2019). Thus, the Philippines
might be able to learn from Singapore how to develop its economy while utilizing its populace’s high English proficiency
in addition to many other factors.

7. CONCLUSION

Although the English language greatly contributes to the Philippines’ economy, especially through the call
center industry and ESL industry, the excessive dependence on developed countries and the disadvantages of EMI are
major challenges for the nation. In order to solve these problems, both policy makers and implementers need to
reconsider their approaches to improving the country’s economy and people’s English proficiency. For example, English
should be utilized for technological advancement that would lead the Philippines towards more independent economic
development. A potential avenue to address the problems could be to identify how Singapore, which was also once
colonized by an English-speaking country and adopted English as an official, second, and educational language, managed
to become one of the most advanced and wealthiest countries in the world.
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