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Introduction  

 
What does the student of English need to know in order to communicate effectively in the highly 
competitive environment of the global marketplace? We now live in an era when the global 
economy is undergoing profound transformations due to a collapse in credit markets--- with new 
government regulations, new sources of capital and labor, new customer bases, and new sources 
of financing. Though it is no doubt true that the current global economic crisis was to some 
degree caused by people with MBA’s, (Reeves & Knell 2009, p.11) this in no way undermines the 
contention here that the MBA conceptual map and attendant language is a necessary condition for 
navigating through the ever-shifting landscape of the global economic environment. Despite 
certain limitations, the MBA core curriculum continues to be the touchstone for business 
education, since it specifically focuses on providing the essential skills and knowledge necessary 
for executives to compete in an increasingly complex and ever-changing global market place. 
Within the field of TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages), there is a 
growing emphasis on such area as English for Academic Purposes (EAP), English for Special 
Purposes (ESP), and Content Based Teaching (Dudley-Evans 1998, p.3). The theoretical and 
empirical work being done in these fields dovetails nicely with the contention being put forth 
here- that the MBA curriculum is a useful and effective model or paradigm for designing a 
Business English corpus. This proposal falls within the field of Content Based Teaching, and is 
supported by the set of theories and teaching methodologies advocated within this field. It is also 
supported by the second language acquisition theory of Stephen Krashen known as the Natural 
Approach. The basic assumption here is quite simple (though the theories are complex)- that 
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communicative competence is best achieved by prioritizing content, making it interesting and 
above all relevant (Krashen 1983, p.130). Put another way, curriculum design should start with 
identifying the essential business concepts needed to operate in the global marketplace. Then, 
later, language targets can be adjusted according to level; however, meaning is always prioritized 
over form (Gulbahar 2004, p.163). 
 
 
Critique of Current Materials for the Teaching of Business English 
 
What sort of course materials are currently available for teaching Business English? Are any of 
them deeply rooted in business culture? Further, does the linguistic content articulate nicely with 
the conceptual world that students will have to face when they work in various markets and 
industries? Surprisingly, most of the textbooks from major publishers fail to meet the standard 
being set here- to develop those language skills which are necessary to effectively communicate 
in today’s globalized marketplace.   
 
A general survey of the major textbooks in Business English will reveal that when business topics 
are introduced, they are usually done so in a piecemeal fashion.  For example, in one Business 
English textbook by a major (to be unnamed) publisher, there is a case study about a Norwegian 
company and its financial strategy, which is then followed by an exercise asking the student to 
image what they would do if they were stuck on a desert island.  
 
There is no apparent connection between these exercises, at least not from a business standpoint. 
In another textbook, there is a chapter on the stock market, which is mostly a jumble of 
disconnected readings and exercises, all of which deal in some way or other with finance, but 
which lack any sort of conceptual coherence—at least not from an MBA point of view. Rather 
than being an isolated incident, this is fairly typical- the lack of coherence in terms of business 
concepts.    

  
 

1. With one or two rare exceptions, Business English textbooks lessons are generally organized 
around teaching language structures; there seems to be no clear organization around business 
concepts. Such concepts or categories often seem to be thrown in almost as an afterthought, as a 
kind of window dressing so as to be able to call itself Business English. In other words, content 
seems to be secondary to form.   

 
2. A typical business English textbook will have units focused on such skills as, “answering the 
telephone,” “greetings,” “negotiations,” “making small talk,” “handling a customer complaint,” 
yet any of these language functions could easily be taught in a general English course and need 
not be part of a serious course in Business English.  
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3. There are a number of textbooks which present actual business case studies, however it is often 
unclear just what the cases are meant to illustrate, or if it is clear, what they are illustrating seems 
unconnected with any larger conceptual framework. It appears that these case studies are 
presented as a way to practice some particular language targets, rather than aimed at 
understanding business concepts. Of course, for many mainstream ESL/EFL teachers, this is fully 
justified, however the whole point of CBI and the Natural Approach is, as stated earlier, based on 
an entirely different assumption- that by prioritizing interesting and relevant concepts/content first, 
language structures are thereby internalized at a deeper level, so that the student will be able use 
them flexibly and appropriately. (Dueñas, 2004, p.74) 

 
 

4. Another disturbing pattern which emerges is that there seems to be a marketing strategy in 
Business English textbook publishing that, “more is better.” English textbooks of all sorts (not 
just Business English texts) tend to try to pack as many words onto a page as possible- more for 
your money, seems to be the advertising strategy. The print is often very small font, making it 
difficult to read, especially for Asian learners who can’t read English script as well as Europeans. 
(Williams 2010, p. 8) Students from non-Western backgrounds will find such text style dense and 
overwhelming. Furthermore, outside the EU, much of the British business terminology and style 
used in these books will seem a bit alien. 

 
The current course material available suggests that current textbook writers are stuck in a didactic 
mode which is weighted more in favor of the learning of a formal set menu of language structures 
rather than a natural immersion in the real communicative contexts of business English. The sad 
result of the overly linguistic approach to course design is that all the juice or dynamism of the 
business world is lost. There are, to be fair, clear language targets, and from an applied linguistic 
point of view, the textbooks are indeed well-organized and coherent. However, as argued here 
throughout, having clear language targets is neither the necessary nor sufficient condition for 
developing communicative competence in Business English. Designing textbooks with clear 
business targets is more congruent with Content Based Instruction; having a clear conceptual 
focus will help the student learn both language and conceptual structures simultaneously and on a 
deeper level. The research strongly suggests that teaching concepts along with language will make 
the language learning experience more unified, natural, accessible, coherent, realistic, interesting 
and relevant. (Luka 2011, p.2) 

 

 

The Essential Method 

  
The essential method used in MBA program around the world is the case study method. (Navarro 
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2005, pp.11-15) This should also naturally form the essential method for teaching Business 
English- real cases which illustrate particular business problems and concepts which are essential 
for operating in the global marketplace. Case studies of businesses and entrepreneurs make 
concrete theoretical knowledge, and indeed, much of the theories used in business management 
come out of real world experiences—real cases of business dealing with and adapting to changing 
market conditions. (Silbiger 1999, p.13)   
 
In the case study approach, used at many prominent MBA programs, the various tactical and 
strategic topics are studied by presenting students with an actual business case – a real problem 
faced by a business in the past.  For example, in a marketing class, students may be given a 
scenario in which Coca-Cola needs to determine whether to enter the market with a new software 
drink.  In a finance class, students may be given a case on how a bank might re-structure its 
balance sheet. Questions are presented at the end of the case, and student is chosen at random to 
“open” the case by speaking for some time, summarizing the key points and answering the 
questions.  Debate ensues for the rest of the class, with provocative questions posed by the 
format. (HBS 2011) 
 
 
Theoretical Justification 
 
Using the case study method to teach Business English is congruent with theories and methods in 
TESOL, specifically Content Based Instruction. This is not the place to present empirical support 
for CBI theories; this has been done extensively elsewhere. (Hsu 2008) This paper doesn’t seek to 
enter any of the various debates in the field of language education, but does assume from the start 
that content based teaching is effective because of it is holistic, i.e., based on a whole brain 
approach to language learning. 
 
Orienting the Business English instruction around the MBA curriculum, would naturally involve a 
whole set of cognitive functions which the mere study of grammar structures or linguistic 
expressions would not. This hypothesis is supported by empirical research in the area of Stephen 
Krashen’s Natural Approach, which argues that by prioritizing meaning- making the corpus 
conceptually meaningful (and interesting), a greater range of cognitive functions is utilized, thus 
facilitating deeper language acquisition. (Krashen 1983, p.134 )  
 
Within the field CBT research, the seminal work of Mohan can be characterized as a more “whole 
brain” method and therefore an effective approach for achieving language fluency. (Dueñas 2004) 
His “knowledge framework” shows how a content based approach actualizes a wide range of 
essential cognitive functions. (Tang 2004, p.101) According to Mohan (1986), learning activities 
can be divided into six major types of knowledge structure: classification, description, principles, 
sequence, evaluation, and choice. A case study approach to the teaching of Business English will 
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necessarily involve all these thinking skills. Some examples of how this might work are given 
below: 

 
Classification: identifying what kind of market is suitable for a certain product 
Description: describing the nature of a competitor firm 
Principles: establishing what type of risk portfolio would be suitable for investing in the Euro 
Zone. 
Sequence: the cost cutting advantages of a certain supply-chain system 
Evaluation: judging the effectiveness of certain supply-chain management strategies 

 
Again, it is not the primary aim of this paper to provide empirical evidence for second language 
acquisitions theories which would support and MBA approach; rather the value and validity of 
such theories is assumed from the start. Consequently, the rest of this paper will be devoted to 
identifying some of the key conceptual areas which come from the MBA core curriculum and are 
therefore deemed to be essential for an effective course in Business English.  
   
   
The M.B.A. Core Curriculum 
 
In an MBA program students learn how to produce, distribute, market and sell products and 
services, how to count revenues, costs, and profits. The following outline summary describes the 
basic curriculum; though different names may be used in different business schools, most courses 
include the following the following basic subjects: 
 
Finance 
Marketing 
Operations and Supply-Chain Management 
Accounting 
Information Technology 
Organizational Behavior and Leadership (including Entrepreneurship) 
Human Resource Management 
Business and Government 
International Business 
 
Within these overarching areas, there are many other sub-areas and, in the modern global MBA 
curriculum some new areas and somewhat exotic courses such as culture studies or “Corporate 
Diplomacy in a Global Context.”1   Most subjects fall under the rubric of “strategy” or 
functional” topics. (Navarro 2005, pp.6-9) This is not a hard and fast categorization, and of course 

                                                   
1 See Oxford’s Saïd Business School curriculum for the Oxford Diploma in Global Business. 
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there are subjects which don’t fall neatly into one or the other. Nevertheless, below is a brief 
description of the MBA core curriculum from the point of view of strategic and functional subject 
areas.  
 
 
I. Strategy 

 
Market entry 
 
A key decision facing corporations is whether to enter a given market. Barriers to entry must be 
considered in this area of study; simply put, barriers to entry refers to how easy/hard is it to enter 
a new market.   
 
Once this analysis is completed, or revised, the corporate strategist tries to analyze how to gain a 
competitive advantage; how to achieve superior market performance. Among other techniques, 
this can be done via pricing/cost control (Wal-Mart), distribution (Starbucks), marketing (Geico, 
Nike, Gatorade); product quality (Toyota); or innovation (Apple, Merck). Some of these topics 
are explored in detail, below.  

 
Market Exit  
 
When a company feels it can no longer effectively compete in a market, it can choose to exit this 
market.  For example, IBM no longer manufacturers PC’s, having sold this business to Lenovo 
in China when they realized they could no longer be profitable in this market. 
 
Mergers, Acquisitions and Diversification 
 
Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) is a strategy to enter new markets quickly. If the barriers to 
entry are high but the company wants to enter a market, it can buy a company already doing 
business in that market. Funding is generated by buying a company that has strong cash flow, 
meaning it generates positive, reliable profits to help pay off the acquisition price.     
 
Corporate finance 
 
Investment of capital enables a firm to generate positive cash flows by investing new products, 
plants, marketing campaigns, and information technology, thereby adding value to the company.  
 
One of the key questions asked by executives doing corporate investment is whether the 
investment of capital in the present will yield returns in the future given the uncertainties in the 
markets. Mathematical models are used to project turn on investment, adjusted for the various 
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forms of risk.  The goal here is to create shareholder value in publically held companies. For 
private companies, the goal is return on investment for the individuals or institutions which 
supplied the funding. 
 
Long Term Capital Budgeting  
 
In the process of long-term budgeting, executives must take into account the general 
macroeconomic conditions in order to create a balanced financial portfolio (discussed below); this 
includes constitute systematic risk which affect all corporate economics equally – such as oil 
prices, tax changes, or wage inflation. It also includes unsystematic risk—e.g. sudden surprises 
which impact companies differently. Both types of risk are difficult to calculate.  
 
Balancing your financial portfolio  
 
Students are taught that portfolio mix will depends on the level of risk aversion and an 
understanding of the risk-reward relationship.  Generally, the greater the risk, the greater the 
potential rewards.  
 
Capital Financing/ Capital Structure 
 
Capital financing focuses on the question of the ratio of debt to equity financing (equity is 
typically cash and assets that can be quickly converted to cash such as stock, and hard assets such 
as plants, and stocks). The Chief Financial Officer (CFO) advises the corporate leadership on how 
to pay for new capital investment projects (like a new plant). The calculation presents the impact 
on debt to equity ratios, and this decision may change in the capital structure for the company.  
Short-Term Cash Flow Management 
 
Specifically this is concerned with the following issues:  

• how much raw material and other inventory should be kept on hand 
• how much cash should be kept on hand to pay the bills 
• how much credit should be extended to customers 
• how and at what speed should cash be collected 

 
Corporate Governance and Organizational Design 

 
MBA programs teach corporate governance – how decisions are made.  In general, at 

the executive levels there is a Board of Directors, run by a Chairman, with a Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) reporting to the Board.  A president, who has operating responsibilities, reports to 
the CEO and has a staff composed of functional executives: VP of Finance, VP of Sales, Chief 
Operating Officer, VP Human Resources, and so on. In publically traded companies, the Board is 
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accountable to the stockholders, and when large investors such as rich individuals or institutions 
such as pension funds are dissatisfied with Boards, they can put pressure to have the Boards 
replaced or re-structured.    
 
Management Analysis 
 
All M.B.A. programs have courses which cover at least three basic techniques related to 
management analysis – mathematical techniques which help formulate strategy.  These three are 
listed below: 
  
1. Statistical analysis [regression analysis] 
2. Decision and risk analysis [decision trees] 
3. Simulation [modeling] 
 
 
II. Functional Topics 
 
Strategy is an ever-evolving set of activities in any corporation, as every market is changing 
(albeit at different paces) and strategies must evolve.  Yet even as strategies evolve, business 
execution is the primary set of tactical activities of a business – the implementation of strategies.  
(Navarro p.20) 
 
Accounting 
 
In contrast to corporate finance, where large issues of debt and equity finance are considered, 
accounting involves the day to day management of cash, payroll, benefits, management, vendor 
payments, internal and regulatory reporting, and short-term funds management.  
 
Operations Management and Production 
 
Every business has an operating model and MBA programs have numerous courses on how to 
produce and deliver a product or service. McDonalds is often used as an example of service 
standardization and efficiency, in which every step in the food preparation process is studied to 
minimize movement, maximize employee productivity, and standardized across all outlets.  
FedEx often is used as an example of operations management, with the coordination of goods on a 
24 hour basis from pick-up points, through trucks, to airplanes, and then back to trucks and final 
delivery points.  
 
Marketing 
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Marketing promotion also attempts to create the perception of customer value.  The outcome of 
good promotion is sometimes referred to as brand equity- “Coca-Cola is one of the most famous. 
L.L. Bean, and Coach Apparel are other examples. 

Another topic taught within marketing classes is pricing. This area is basically 
microeconomics for business managers. Its methods help gain a better understanding of how 
prices are set in markets, and how to price your own products.  
 
Marketing also involves targeting and market segmentation:  
1. Indentifying target markets: to whom do I sell? 
2. Identifying products for that market: which products do I sell to which customers? (Lutz 2005, 
86) 
 
Information technology 
 
There are virtually no companies that do not rely on Information Technology (IT) for running 
their business.  There is customer-facing IT (automatic teller machines, web pages, airline 
ticketing kiosks), and back office IT (payroll systems, supply chain management systems, robotic 
manufacturing equipment). MBA programs teach how to evaluate emerging IT, and manage 
existing IT.  
 
Organizational/Leadership  
 
The human management aspects of business operations are taught in every MBA program. The 
world of business is often, mistakenly characterized by specialization “in core functional areas 
such as finance, marketing, and operations management.” (McShane 2005: 227), This is 
unfortunate because many of the most successful businesses owe their success to leadership and 
excellent organizational systems. The emphasis on communication as a leadership tool can not be 
overstated. Good leaders communicate through various channels, and stay on message 
consistently to their staffs and their customers. Business schools around the world are recognizing 
the importance of leadership, and emphasizing this qualitative area of study more and more in 
their curriculums. 
 
Human resource management  
 
Human resource management tends to focus on tactics such as payroll administration, benefits 
management, on-boarding (bringing on new staff), training, and coaching. 
 
Business and government  
 
Businesses have to interact with government on multiple levels, and MBA programs address these.  
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There are regulations to be followed, tax policies to follow, and proper techniques for influencing 
policy (lobbying). Further, governments offer tax incentives for certain activities, such as 
crop-growing and oil-exploration, and these must be understood.  
 
International business   
 
Almost any company of scale operates globally, and MBA programs teach how to do so, covering 
areas such as currency management strategies; respect for cultural differences; seeking low-cost 
countries for various aspects of the total operating model (i.e. call centers and IT work in India; 
assembly in China; raw materials sourcing from South America).   
 
The Evolving MBA Curriculum  
 
It is important to note that the modern MBA curriculum is undergoing an evolutionary process, 
mainly because of the pressures and challenges of the challenges which business persons are 
facing in the modern global economy. There is a much greater emphasis on global concerns, not 
only in terms of business competitiveness, but a move away from a strictly narrow focus on 
immediate short-term profit maximization. (Gorman 2011, 389) It is becoming more holistic, i.e., 
it is much more comprehensive from a global point of view. This is a view which realizes that 
stakeholder profit is more fundamental than shareholder profit, and that such non-quantitative 
subjects such as “Global Leadership,” “Entrepreneurship,” or “Sustainable Development” are not 
less essential for producing capable business executives.2 These curriculum changes could 
represent a major shift in the orientation of business schools, reflecting the tectonic shifts which 
are occurring in the global economy. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The paper critiques the current range of materials generally available for the teaching of Business 
English, and suggests using the MBA curriculum as a model and recommends the MBA case 
method as the prime approach of teaching Business English. Support for this approach comes 
from a number of theories such as in TESOL (Content-Based Instruction) and Second Language 
Acquisition Theory (Krashen’s Natural Approach). This paper has also tried to provide an outline 
of the essential features of the MBA curriculum which can be used as a guide for instructors 
engaged in Business English curriculum design. What this paper has not done, but will be 
necessary in future papers, is to specify some concrete classroom methods which can help better 
actualize the MBA concepts and case method in the EFL classroom. In the meantime, it is hoped 
that individual instructors will exercise their intuition, imagination and expertise to develop their 
                                                   
2 For example at ALTIS, the Postgraduate School Business & Society of the Università Cattolica del 
Sacro Cuore of Milan 
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own methodologies which will be geared to 1) the language level of the learner, and 2) the 
specific business contexts in which they will need to operate.   
 
Though the MBA curriculum is, to some degree, in a state of evolutionary flux (Holland 2009), 
nevertheless, there still remains, in all business schools, the traditional core curriculum which 
provides the foundational knowledge for operating in the domestic and global markets. Even 
hotshot entrepreneurs, though often not MBA trained, end up employing MBA trained specialists 
in finance, marketing, and operations in order to actualize their business visions. 
(Entrepreneurship 2009) The point of so-called English for Special Purposes (ESP), is to develop 
the requisite skills to operate in certain select areas. In the case of Business English, that area is 
the global marketplace. Even if it is the case that the student has no intention of becoming an 
entrepreneur or a business executive, they will nevertheless need a working knowledge of the 
language and concepts which form the basis for strategic business communication in the global 
economy. 
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