EXEC BUSINESS ENGLISH
[image: ]WEEKLY DIGEST
Business English & TEFL
Week ending 18 September 2026
	THIS WEEK'S VIEW
This week's material raises three important questions for workplace communication. Does sophisticated language always improve understanding? How can we distinguish AI-assisted output from genuine ability? And is a CEFR level enough to assess how effectively someone communicates at work?



Genuinely new this week
1. AI models are developing their own opaque language
15 September 2026 | The Guardian, reporting research by Emergence
Experiments involving groups of autonomous AI agents found that they began developing shared expressions and shorthand without being instructed to do so. As these conventions evolved, communication between the agents became increasingly difficult for human observers to interpret.
Although the research concerns communication between AI systems, it illustrates a familiar workplace problem. Specialist terminology, abbreviations and corporate shorthand can make communication faster between insiders while making it far less accessible to everyone else.
Technical vocabulary has a legitimate purpose when it conveys an established and precise meaning. It becomes a problem when it replaces explanation or creates an impression of expertise without helping the audience understand what is being said. For effective executive communication, the important standard is whether the intended audience can understand the message accurately and act upon it.
Read the Guardian article
Recent material worth highlighting
2. OECD Digital Education Outlook 2026
19 January 2026 | OECD
The OECD distinguishes between improved performance and genuine learning. Generative AI can support tutoring, feedback, collaboration and creativity when it is incorporated into a carefully designed learning process. If learners simply use it to complete tasks for them, however, the immediate output may improve without producing a corresponding improvement in knowledge or ability.
This distinction is particularly important in Business English. AI can help someone prepare an email, restructure a presentation or compare different ways of expressing an idea. The resulting document does not necessarily demonstrate that the person can explain the same idea, respond to questions or adjust the message independently.
AI-assisted work therefore needs to be supported by live discussion and practical performance. The objective is not simply to produce better material, but to develop the learner's ability to communicate effectively without depending upon a finished AI-generated response.
Explore the OECD Digital Education Outlook 2026
3. TOEIC Global English Skills Report
Current report | ETS
The report presents English proficiency as an organisational capability connected with international collaboration, employee efficiency and business growth. According to ETS, 90% of participating HR leaders regard English proficiency as critical to organisational success, while 81% believe AI tools are increasing rather than reducing the need for English proficiency.
The second finding is particularly significant. AI can translate, draft and summarise workplace information, but employees still need sufficient language ability to assess its output, recognise unsuitable phrasing, confirm that the intended meaning has been preserved and take responsibility for the final communication.
As the report comes from the organisation behind TOEIC, its support for standardised testing should be viewed in that context. Its broader argument is nevertheless persuasive: workplace English is not simply an academic subject, but a practical business capability.
View the TOEIC Global English Skills Report
4. Corporate training in software engineering
6 April 2026 | Siqueira and colleagues, preprint on arXiv
This study surveyed 282 Brazilian software professionals about the factors influencing their perception of training quality and effectiveness. Cognitive engagement, varied learning activities and instructor performance emerged as the strongest factors. Mandatory participation was associated with lower motivation and a poorer perception of training.
The research is not specifically about language training and remains a preprint, so its conclusions should not be treated as universal. It is still relevant because it examines a professional technology audience close to one of Exec Business English's intended markets.
The findings support focused and varied sessions built around realistic work rather than a fixed sequence of generic exercises. They also reinforce the value of an experienced coach who understands the learner's professional environment.
Read the study
5. UK universities turn to AI-scored English testing
26 February 2026 | Financial Times
The Financial Times reported that more than 50 UK higher-education institutions, including nine Russell Group universities, accepted the Duolingo English Test. The online test takes approximately one hour and combines adaptive questions with short writing, speaking and listening tasks scored with the assistance of AI.
Its growing adoption reflects genuine advantages in cost, speed and accessibility. Critics quoted by the FT questioned whether short, rapidly delivered tasks provide sufficient evidence of extended writing and integrated language ability.
The same issue applies to corporate assessment. A convenient test can establish a useful benchmark, but it may not reveal how effectively someone handles a complicated meeting, presents a recommendation or responds under pressure.
Read the Financial Times article
6. UniversalCEFR
2 June 2025 | Imperial and colleagues
UniversalCEFR is a research dataset containing more than 505,000 CEFR-labelled texts across 13 languages. Its creators evaluated linguistic features, fine-tuned language models and descriptor-based prompting as methods of estimating proficiency levels.
The project represents an important technical contribution to automated language assessment. It also helps to illustrate the limits of assessing proficiency from written material alone. Assigning a CEFR level to a piece of text is not the same as evaluating its author's professional effectiveness.
Workplace communication also depends on purpose, audience, clarity, tone and the ability to respond interactively. CEFR therefore provides a valuable foundation, but executive learners should also be assessed through realistic professional activities such as meetings, presentations, explanations and follow-up questions.
Read the UniversalCEFR paper
Main implications
Understandability matters more than sophistication. Expertise should help someone make a difficult subject clearer, not more obscure.
AI-assisted performance is not independent ability. Assessment should establish what a learner can explain, adapt and defend without relying on a finished AI-generated response.
CEFR needs a workplace layer. A proficiency level is valuable, but executive learners should also be assessed through realistic meetings, presentations, questions and decisions.
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