BILC SEMINAR HELSINKI: 4-9 OCT 15
HOW GOOD DOES MY ENGLISH NEED TO BE TO WORK IN NATO?
SLIDE 1 Introduce self…. 
Before I begin to address this question, I must remind you that there are two official languages in NATO – English and French.  Indeed, the use of French at NATO HQ is alive and well in all official meetings and when issuing official texts and Communiqués but then there is a small army of interpreters and translators employed to facilitate this situation.  More importantly, the day-to-day working language in all NATO HQs, including HQ NATO, is English.  
To give you an idea of the work of a typical staff officer at NATO HQ, I should explain a little more about the HQ. 

SLIDE 2.  This is our current HQ which was first occupied in October 1967 with 15 member states but, today, there are 28 member states plus 22 partner nations to be accommodated, meaning we have outgrown this site.  
SLIDE 3.  Building work on the new NATO HQ, across the road from the current HQ, started in 2010.  This is clearly an artist’s impression of the new HQ – you can tell by the blue skies – but the new building is well on the way to completion and we are due to move in during the second half of next year.  
SLIDE 4.  According to the Architects, the design of the new HQ is supposed to evoke fingers interlaced in a symbolic clasp of unity which is an apt symbol, given NATO’s changing mission from ‘opposition and prevention’ to ‘unification and integration’.  
SLIDE 5.  In addition to the average of 500 visitors each day who come to the HQ for all the meetings that take place, there are around 4,000 people who work full-time in the HQ.  Also, there are some 800 personnel working in the 6 NATO Agencies that are co-located on the NATO HQ site, as well as some 1,200 mainly civilian International staff supporting the Secretary General on the political side of NATO.  Finally in my own area, the International Military Staff, there are some 400 personnel supporting the work of the Military Committee.
SLIDE 6.  The MC is second only to the North Atlantic Council and consists of the representatives of the Chiefs of Defence of the 28 Alliance Nations.  Normally, these representatives are at 3-star flag officer level, although the Chiefs of Defence themselves appear frequently at NATO HQ for meetings at various levels.  For instance, later this week, there is a Defence Ministers meeting where the CHODs will be in attendance.  

The great majority of the personnel in the International Military Staff are officers at OF-4 or OF-5 level, that is Lt Col or Col level for anyone unfamiliar with this NATO terminology.   These officers have to prepare papers and briefs to support the work of the Military Committee and to support the 4-star Chairman of the Military Committee in his role as a member of the North Atlantic Council.  This is the senior Alliance Committee and chaired by the Secretary General.  The members are at Ambassadorial level and are known as Permanent Representatives - or PermReps. 
Officers serving in the IMS are not part of the NATO Command Structure and we do not enjoy the same relationship with the Strategic Commands that you may be more familiar with between the national Defence Ministries and their military commands.  Thus, we do not have command or control over either Allied Command Operations or Allied Command Transformation, but, on behalf of Nations, we do task the Strategic Commanders and it is our job to turn the purely military advice received from them into carefully tuned consensus military advice for the North Atlantic Council.  
I have given you this background so that you can get a feel for the environment that most of the military staff officers sent to work in the IMS are required to operate in.  Working in NATO HQ is different. 
-
It takes time to adjust to the unfamiliar working organisations and processes in the HQ which differ between the International Staff and the International Military Staff.  
-
It also takes time to adjust to working in the pol-mil atmosphere of the HQ and 
-
of course, it takes time to adjust to working in English which many find quite tiring – and that includes me!  

Maybe all this sounds daunting but it isn’t that bad as long as the staff officers have the right language ability and staff skills to work, usually under time pressure, in this environment.  
From my experience, I estimate that about a third of the officers in the IMS have the right language skills and staff skills to work well in this situation, whilst about half of the staff are somewhere on the long learning curve to becoming fully effective.  This leaves about 15-20% who struggle to reach the required level so are used in other ways, such as to attend, listen to and informally report on the endless discussions that take place in the 300 plus NATO committees that meet at NATO HQ.  If everyone had the right language and staff skills, the staff in the IMS could be reduced significantly but we must not forget that the experience of working in the NATO HQ is often invaluable for these less effective officers when they return to work at home.
SLIDE 7. The English language requirements for NATO posts are detailed in the Job Descriptions or JDs for individual posts that used in all NATO Military bodies.  
As you know, we use the NATO Standard Language Profile or SLP as promulgated in STANAG 6001 and repeated in AAP-16 which is the NATO Manpower Policy bible.  
SLIDE 8. I should make it clear at this point that there are a number of NATO bodies which are not military bodies and they do not use STANAG 6001.  The International Staff in NATO HQ for instance use their own tests and set their own standards.  The reasons for this are not easy to explain or justify and I only mention it to you now to highlight that this is the situation.
Because a person’s ability in English is a major factor in determining how well that person can perform his or her duties, it is perhaps not surprising that those involved in the setting of the SLPs for NATO posts have tended to inflate the SLP requirements in Job Descriptions.  
In the past 10 years, ACO commanders have expressed concern in writing that nations are not providing personnel who are capable of fulfilling the specified requirements of their Job Descriptions because of their lack of language abilities.  I continue to hear anecdotal evidence that this is still the case and this may have generated a tendency for NATO to seek high SLP requirements in JDs although this failure may be just as much linked to the required subject matter expertise and/or to the required staff skills, without which no one can expect to succeed.  
There are a number of factors to take into account when considering this issue: SLIDE 9:
· Firstly, the language requirements for NATO posts are set without expert scrutiny of the realistic SLP requirements of the posts.  The staff who set the requirements are not language experts.  NATO does not yet fully recognise that this is a problem but it is an area which BILC is trying to address. 
· Secondly, the proficiency scales laid out in STANAG 6001 are made up of specialised terminology which could be interpreted in a variety of ways by non-language experts, thus potentially leading to assumptions about the proficiency levels needed to adequately perform job tasks. The BILC is working on a solution to this in the form of a simplified STANAG.
· Next, Level 5 can be achieved only by a highly articulate native speaker and there aren’t many of them around!  This makes this level all but redundant for NATO’s purposes.  
· Finally, the SLPs required for most NATO posts are presently clustered around levels 3 and 4, yet “true” levels 3 and 4, as defined by STANAG 6001, are extremely difficult to achieve by undergoing language training alone.  According to STANAG 6001, level 4 is considered to be an ‘expert’ level of proficiency, a level which is unlikely to be attained without extensive experience of living and studying abroad. Not many within NATO understand this and, currently, I don’t think that there are any validated tests to assess individuals above Level 3.
I believe that it is unrealistic to expect non-language specialists to set language requirements in Job Descriptions based on standards with which they are not expert.  An expert analysis of the language requirements of NATO posts would mean that SLPs could be more accurately assessed which, in turn, would permit a better alignment of job responsibilities with language skills. 

In early 2010 under the Enhancing Interoperability Initiative, BILC, in coordination with HQ SACT, undertook a Language Needs Analysis of Crisis Establishment posts and the Report recommended that all NATO posts need to be reviewed with the help of experts versed in the interpretation of the language scales detailed in STANAG 6001.  The BILC Steering Committee was tasked to formulate a plan to widen the LNA to all NATO JDs, which would also show whether the current SLP system was fit for task.  
With no additional funding available, the BILC Steering Committee agreed that a small sample of posts within selected PEs should be identified for further in-depth validation of the SLPs against the JDs for the posts.  This would be undertaken partly as a desk-top exercise, followed by an on-site review by the language experts working alongside the appropriate NATO staffs.  Unfortunately, for a variety of reasons and not for want of trying, this in-depth validation has yet to be completed.
Should the LNA of the selected PEs suggest that a review of the SLPs of all NATO posts is necessary, it is intended that the LNA report will also provide simplified JD guidance for the assessment of SLPs by non-experts.  This will allow the SLPs of all other NATO posts to be reviewed by the NATO Manpower Staffs. 

SLIDE 10.  In 2010, I undertook an analysis of the currently stated SLP requirements for posts in ACO and ACT.  At the time, I did not try to identify if there is a correlation between the SLP level and rank level but I know that SLP levels were being decided on the basis of rank levels rather than the SLP requirements of posts.  Basically, SHAPE decided that generals need 4444, full colonels need 4343 and all other officers should have 3333.  There is no SLP below 3333 for the officer cadre.  Senior NCOs are assessed as 3322 and junior NCOs 2222.  These are upgraded now and then too, but with questionable justification.  
For me, it was interesting to note how SLP 3333 dominated in NATO JDs and, thus, I suspect that any LNA of NATO posts will need to develop guidance on what is and is not Level 3 SLP standard work.  I also think that this may show that STANAG 6001 needs to be re-viewed to provide greater differentiation in the Level 3 SLP requirements to permit NATO to seek the appropriate language proficiency skills required for many of its posts.  I know that plus levels already exist but they are not universally accepted and until they are, we will not use them within NATO.  
Since this analysis was undertaken in 2010, we have undergone a further NCS Review so it is possible that the SLP spread is now different but there was no focus on this aspect during this Review so I would be surprised if the figures were greatly different now.

SLIDE11.  In 2013, I undertook the same analysis of the SLP requirements for posts in the International Military Staff and, as you can see from this slide, 60% of the JDs required full 4s and another 12 % required passive 4s. Clearly, the IMS should be full of native speakers!
The IMS is currently undergoing a Review of its Establishment and I am pleased to say that the SLP requirements have been reduced dramatically as shown in this next slide SLIDE 12.  
Admittedly, the new SLP requirements have still been based on rank rather than any serious Language Needs Analysis of the post but this brings the language requirements in the IMS much closer to the requirements to work in the rest of the NATO military structure.  

Led by Julie Dubeau, BILC still intends to conduct a Language Needs Analysis of the IMS in 2016 and looking at these figures, I think that this is still necessary but at least we start with a more realistic range of SLPs in the IMS JDs. 
SLIDE 13.  For the last part of this presentation, I would like to turn the question Keith gave me around because the easy answer to ‘How good does my English need to be?’ is, of course: ‘The better my English is, the more effective I will be’. 

Even as a native speaker, I often feel challenged in the NATO HQ environment – sometimes I feel like I am trying to carve words out of stone - when trying to find exactly the right words to explain an issue simply and clearly.  It is also a challenge trying to understand non-native speakers who have strong accents and make statements which are hard to interpret.  So, I guess that the real question to be addressed is ‘how bad can my English be and still be able to work in NATO?’  Well, I think I need to let you be the judge of that from the following slides.  
SLIDE 14.  I mentioned earlier that we have about 15-20% of our officers who struggle and who we have to use in other ways, such as to attend, listen to and informally report on meetings in NATO HQ.  This is an example of one such report. PAUSE TO READ.  There is a job waiting in the IMS for anyone who can comprehend this report.
SLIDE 15.  Here is another example of the use of English, this time in a report to me from a Divisional Executive Officer.  Sorry that the slide is so full but it is a good demonstration of how even a clearly intelligent person can struggle to put his ideas across in English.  
I have brought a few examples of the kind of reports that IMS staff officers have to deal with.  Are these representative – I guess so but I didn’t find anything where the English is particularly difficult  - and I am not just saying that as a native speaker.  
However, what is definitely a challenge for all of us is coping with the acronym soup that surrounds each subject.  
SLIDE 16. On the IMS intranet website, there is a list of some 520 common abbreviations that are in use and in the IMS I am sure that this list is not complete.  I can make this list available to you if desired.  
SLIDE 17. There is also the NATO Glossary of Abbreviations used in NATO Documents which is published in AAP-15 and AAP-6 has the NATO Glossary of Terms and Definitions which has also been published under cover of STANAG 3680.  Finally, I should advertise the excellent work done by Josef Ernst and his WG in producing a booklet on Military Terminology which has some 800 terms. 

SLIDE 18. OK, I’ve finished.  Thank you for your patience – are there any questions?
----------------------------------------
Quotes from XOs:

Problem starts when OF-5 (especially WG Chairmen) who have no confidence in English. We usually can’t hide these kind of people. 

As for skills:

Reading – Average level seems to be good enough. Small issues with abbreviations should be solved soon after arrival.

Listening – crucial. More crucial is listening with understanding but for this you need English skills and wisdom – only language is not enough.

Writing – important, but in every branch I have a native speaker that checks every single paper that leaves the division. Problematic may be if somebody has to prepare a report from a meeting in limited time. Of course word processor like Microsoft Office helps a lot. Summing up – no big issue with writing.

Speaking – important for everybody and crucial for MCWG chairman. 

Staff officers in xxxx are quite good in the English language, at least in writing technical documents. I would expect in other areas of the IMS, the language has to be carefully politically tuned, which usually requires a greater command of the language. I do not have any examples of bad documents as we have either fixed them or binned them.

As XO for over two years, I see and edit a lot of documents. However, my BS from the US Naval Academy was in English and I’ve also written for a newspaper so my experience in writing is more than most officers working at NATO HQ. With that being said, I’ve found even native English speakers’ writing skills to be lacking. Although much of our work is done verbally and in meeting and interacting with people, I strongly believe that more emphasis needs to be placed on writing. Specifically, form and technical writing. I don’t need story writers but officers who can write in plain and clear language. We work is a political-military environment where what we write ends up in nations’ capitals.

The officers who struggle with their command of the English language understand basic sentence structure but have difficulty in conveying the main message. Where I also see issue is: word variation, complex sentences, homophones, punctuation, and alternating between American and UK English (e.g. “s” vs. “z”).

· The second study results from a JALLC report recommendation and is aimed at providing native speakers with some helpful advice when speaking with non-native speakers, which I think can be summed up as “be considerate”
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