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ABSTRACT 

This study explores Tibetan’s language ecology. The study applies the first-grade indicators of the “response” under a 

Press-State-Response (PSR) model to assess the ecology of Tibetan language used in Tibetan-inhabited areas of China. 

The study collects data from well-documented research and the author’s empirical experiences with the Tibetan 

language. The study suggests that education, the (people and government’s) attitudes towards the Tibetan language, and 

speakers’ language competence cannot effectively support the language ecology of Tibetan. The study reflects the whole 

picture of the minority languages in China and illuminates the direction for future language maintenance improvement. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Sustainable development has gained continuous 

attention in the 21st century. In particular, the 

sustainability of culture, the environment, and the 

economy seem to be major concerns for many 

researchers in the sustainable development field. 

Alongside these aspects, linguistic sustainability requires 

immediate attention as well. According to data from 

Moseley 1, at least 43% of languages spoken in the 

world are currently in an endangered state. A great loss 

of proficient speakers in many of these languages could 

cause a severe damage to both valuable cultures and 

ethnic identities within these communities. The People’s 

Republic of China (PRC) is a country with a large 

number of endangered languages. In fact, more than half 

of China’s languages are endangered to various degrees 

1. Many languages used by ethnic minority groups in 

China have become endangered or have been at risk of 

becoming endangered. 

The Tibetan language is one of the minority 

languages which is losing its vitality and sustainability. 

A limited amount of studies have specifically paid 

attention to language ecology in Tibet 23456. 

The previous studies have rarely analysed the ecology of 

Tibetan using ecolinguistic theories or framework. This 

study will partially apply a Press-State-Response (PSR) 

model to look at the language ecology of Tibetan on a 

macro level. The status quo of Tibetan languages can 

reflect the overall linguistic sustainability of minority 

languages in China. It is also expected that this brief study 

will somehow raise the world’s awareness of language 

endangerment. 

2. RESEARCH CONTEXT 

This study will assess the language ecology of Tibetan 

used in Tibet. In this study, Tibetan refers to all the Tibetic 

languages which are realised and described as “Tibetan”, 

while Tibet refers to Tibetan-inhabited areas of China. 

Tournadre pointed out that Tibetan is not a single 

language, but rather, clusters of historically and 

linguistically related languages that are frequently 

realised as a single language “Tibetan”7. Tibetan is the 

official language of Tibet, and is primarily used by the 

Tibetan ethnic group that live in Chinese provincial 

administrative regions such as Tibet Autonomous Region, 

Yunnan, Sichuan, Qinghai, Gansu, and other Asian 

countries such as Bhutan, Nepal, India and Pakistan. 

Tibetan is a critical asset to China’s communication and 

culture system. It is essential to understand the status quo 

of Tibetan from an ecolinguistic perspective. 

2.1. A Brief Overview of Ecolinguistics 

It was not until the second half of the 20th century did 

a group of linguists start to study language ecology 

systematically. As a pioneer of ecolinguistics, Haugen 

called for attention to what he called "the ecology of 

language" since linguists had been obsessed with 

theoretical linguistics 8. Haugen defined language 
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ecology as the study of the interaction between the 

language and its environment. He stressed that the “true 

environment” in language ecology study refers to the 

society which uses “a language as one of its code” rather 

than a “referential world to which language provides an 

index”8. The ecology metaphor can help understand 

the relationship between language and the environment. 

Haugen’s metaphor suggested that certain analogues 

exist between language and biological organisms -- like 

biologically living organisms, language could be born 

and die 8. Haugen’s study has inspired many scholars 

to explore the ecology of languages, and to associate 

linguistics with the economy, the natural environment, 

culture and politics.  

However, some aspects of Haugen’s metaphoric 

approach are problematic. Although analogues exist 

between language and natural ecology, many 

uncertainties are still embedded in this relatively new 

discipline sprouted on the basis of metaphor. While 

agreeing with Haugen’s ecology metaphor, Denison 

posed the question of whether the preservation of 

linguistics species should be regarded as on a par with 

that of natural species. Denison stated that, unlike clearly 

bounded natural species within the natural ecology, 

language boundaries are vague and interpenetrated 9. 

The fuzzy boundaries of language can bring potential 

problems when it comes to assessing the ecology of 

languages in their environments. Another uncertainty, 

according to Garner, is caused by the ontological status 

of interaction between language and its 

environment10 It is unsure whether the interaction 

process is literal, since language (metaphorically the 

organism) is a metaphorical entity, whereas the 

environment is a literal entity. There is no evidence that 

suggests interaction amongst languages and their 

environments resemble organisms and the natural 

environment in the biological ecology system. 

Furthermore, metaphors are not enough when it comes to 

language revitalisation, revival, or reversal. 

Halliday led a non-metaphoric strain of 

ecolinguistics. Halliday claimed that language has the 

ability to construe the world instead of passively 

reflecting it. Therefore, language has a role in 

environmental issues and changes 11. Halliday urged 

linguists to be more aware of social and environmental 

issues. He notified the linguists that it was their social 

responsibility to better the natural environment through 

their strategic use of language. Hallidayan approach 

encouraged the discourse analysis. Alexander and Stibbe 

distinguished between “the analysis of ecological 

discourse” and “the ecological analysis of 

discourse”12. They believe that ecolinguistics study 

should not be limited to discourse concerning biological 

ecology but should extend to all types of discourse. This 

is because that all discourse impacts human behaviour 

while biological ecology is largely shaped by human 

behaviour. Stibbe proposed the concept of “story”, which 

refers to a cognitive structure that impacts how people 

perceive the world. Stibbe argued that ecolinguistics 

studies essentially revealed the stories that shape the 

society and people’s life 13. The stories can bring both 

constructive and destructive changes to the ecology. The 

Hallidayan approach linked linguistics to contemporary 

social issues and the biological ecosystem. Ecolinguistics 

has therefore become an interdisciplinary study of 

ecology and linguistics. 

The internationally influential studies in 

ecolinguistics are somewhat western-centred. Chen’s 

comprehensive content analysis in ecolinguistics pointed 

out that most ecolinguistics leading proponents were 

based in North America and Europe 14. The amount of 

non-English and non-western studies on ecolinguistics is 

relatively limited compared to the English ones. The 

inconsistency in indexation systems across the globe 

added to the difficulty of integrating the contributions of 

ecolinguistics scholars located in different regions. Hence 

it is critical for more non-western scholars to study 

language ecology, and integrate these internationally 

influential approaches within their own studies. It is also 

necessary to study non-dominant languages in different 

regions across the world to examine and improve current 

ecolinguistics approaches.  

2.2. Concerns about Tibet’s Language Ecology  

This paper categorises major concerns about Tibet’s 

language ecology into two groups. Firstly, scholars have 

expressed their worries about the declining linguistic 

diversity in Tibet 235. An incredibly common 

misconception is that Tibet is a linguistically 

homogeneous region 5. These misconceptions, together 

with inadequate documentation of Tibetic languages, 

have impeded the maintenance of language diversity in 

Tibet. Wendel and Heinrich believed that a negative 

relationship exists between economic development and 

linguistic diversity 15. In pursuing a better economy, 

linguistic diversity in Tibet may continue to decline.  

Other apprehensions concern the subordinate status of 

Tibetan as a minority language. Under China’s bi-lingual 

and diglossia system, minority languages were generally 

at a disadvantage compared with Mandarin. Posner 

pointed out a common fear amongst minority language 

speakers: bilingualism and diglossia could lead to 

language shift, attrition, and extinction 16. Furthermore, 

the dominant status of Mandarin has contributed to the 

vulnerability of Tibetan, triggering a series of status-

related concerns (i.e. the appropriateness of language 

policies, the effectiveness of linguistic rights protection, 

the loss of motivation to learn Tibetan).  
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3. PSR MODEL IN LANGUAGE ECOLOGY 

AND METHODOLOGICAL CONCERNS 

The Press/Pressure-State-Response (PSR) model has 

previously been used in environmental policies and 

reporting. This systematic model, developed by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OCED), assesses the pressure on the 

environment exerted by human activities (pressure), the 

conditions of the environment and natural resources 

under the impact of human activities (state), and how the 

society responds to these changes through social policies, 

and through changes in awareness and behaviour 

(response)17. Xiao and Fan, two Chinese linguists 

specialising in endangered and minority language 

maintenance, designed a PSR model in language 

ecology. Twelve first-grade indicators (see Table 1.) and 

33 secondary indicators (see Table 2.) were developed for 

scaling and evaluating language ecology. Their system 

involves statistics and calculation based on 

computational models to assess the ecology of a 

language. The response under the model particularly 

assessed education, the (people and government’s) 

attitudes towards a language, and the speakers’ language 

competence 18. These indicators are closely connected 

to the vitality and sustainability of a language. 

Xiao and Fan’s PSR model is a relatively updated and 

systematic attempt to assess language ecology. The 

model is direct and largely understandable. It considered 

the inner ecology (the phonology, grammar, lexicon, 

semantics, etc.) and external ecology of a language 18. 

Using this PSR model (with some changes and 

adjustments), Pan 19and Zou 20 studied the ecology 

of the Chinese language under the noticeable influence of 

English penetration and new-born catchphrases in China 

respectively. They have acknowledged the usefulness of, 

and illumination brought by the PSR model. It is 

worthwhile introducing this Chinese-developed model to 

the international ecolinguistics arena.  

Xiao and Fan’s PSR model has its limitations. More 

factors are needed for the comprehensiveness of the 

model. For instance, the influence of language policies 

and language contact were not specifically included in 

this PSR model. The effectiveness of language policies 

could impact the sustainability of languages when they 

face undesirable language contact and other issues that 

affect their ecology. Similar to many other models that 

assess the ecology of a language, Xiao and Fan’s PSR 

model seems to neglect the factors which contribute to the 

revival and revitalisation of languages. The possibility of 

language revival and revitalisation is worthy of being 

examined when looking at the ecological conditions of a 

language. 

Due to the limited time and resources given, and the 

author’s inability to conduct a field research in Tibet, this 

study will only adopt the first-grade indicators (see Table 

1.) of the “response” under Xiao and Fan’s PSR model 

(see Table 2.) to assess the language ecology of Tibetan. 

In particular, the study will analyse if education, attitudes 

towards the Tibetan language, and speakers' language 

competence can adequately support the language ecology 

of Tibetan. This study mainly collects and analyses 

qualitative data. Due to the limitations mentioned above, 

this research consists of secondary data collected from 

well-documented academic research in the recent 20 

years and some empirical data from the author’s 

observations and constant conversations and discussions 

with university students in Tibet. 

Table 1. First-grade Indicators of PSR Model 

PSR First-grade Indicators 

Pressure Demography 

Geography 

Culture 

Economy 

State Language Pattern 

Register 

The degree of the Language Standardisation 

Language Structure 

Language Product 

Response Education 

Attitudes towards the Language 

Language Competence 
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Table 2. Xiao and Fan’s PSR Model (in English) 

PSR 
First-grade 
Indicators 

Secondary Indicators 

Press 

Demography 

Population base of language usage 

The proportion of language speakers in the total population 

The proportion of youth speakers in the population 

Variation tendency of language speakers 

Geography 
The degree of settlement of the language communities 

Geographical openness of language communities 

Culture 

The stability of cultural customs and traditional rituals 

Traditional folk activities and the choice of words in rituals 

Language speakers’ attitudes towards intermarriage 

Economy 
Economic strength of language communities 

Types of economic industries in language communities 

State 

Language Pattern 
The prestige and influence of the adjacent language(s) 

Cross-border usage of language 

Register 

Language usage within the families 

Language usage in daily communication 

Language usage in broadcast and television media 

Language usage in commercial activities 

Language usage in the administration 

Religious belief and its relationship with language 

Degree of  
Language 

Standardisation 

Dialectal differences and comprehension within the language 

Situation of writing system or written language usage and standard 

Language 
Structure 

The stability of the phonetic system 

The stability of the lexical system 

The stability of the grammatical system 

Language 
Products 

The quantity and the range of application of language teaching products 

The quantity and readership of cultural life language products 

The quantity and quality of language research products 

Response 

Education 

The quantity of primary school that uses language as classroom 
expression 

The quantity of school or institution with language courses 

Attitudes towards 
the Language 

Attitudes towards the language within the language community 

The tendencies of government's policies or behaviours 

Language 
Competence 

The proportion of monolingual speakers in the language community 

The proportion and proficiency of bilingual or multilingual people 

 

4. ASSESSING THE “RESPONSE” 

Although China’s state organs have shown some 

support for Tibetan 4 and China’s legislature have 

recognised the role of minority languages 21 ， 

obstacles affecting Tibetan’s language ecology persist. 

Different problems linger in different regions, but there 

are similar problems and common trends for the Tibetan 

language found across these areas. The “response” to 

Tibetan language ecology determines the future 

development of the Tibetan language. By looking at 

whether education, attitudes towards the Tibetan 

language, and speakers’ language competence of Tibetan 

can help improve the language ecology effectively, 

prospects of Tibetan can become clearer. 

4.1. Education 

Bilingual education is a dominant education model in 

Tibet. Bilingual education in China provides ethnic 

minority groups with a major channel to integrate 

themselves into the mainstream of social, economic and 

cultural activities in a modern civil society 22. Ideally, 

bilingual education can motivate the Tibetan people to 

learn the Tibetan language as well as Mandarin to a 

relatively equal extent. In that case, Tibetan and Mandarin 

can co-exist in a harmonious way, where promoting one 

language does not impede the language ecology of the 

other. However, Tibet’s bilingual education model needs 

extensive improvements to achieve this harmony. The 

model has not proven to always be an effective channel 

for Tibetans’ integration into mainstream social activities. 

The admission quotas of universities can exemplify the 

situation. Only a small number of Tibetan students have 

been admitted to the mainstream universities outside 

Tibet, and the proportion of Tibetan students amongst 

students enrolled in China’s top universities is extremely 

limited. Tibetan students tend to complete higher 

education in their own regions. As a consequence, the 

distance between China’s mainstream intellectuals and 

higher education systems and that of Tibet persists.  
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There were top-down attempts aimed at supporting 

Tibetan people to enter the top universities of China. The 

“Inland Tibetan Class” (西藏内地班) was one important 

government-supporting programme amongst these 

attempts. Classes and schools associated with the top-

quality schools in coastal cities or independently founded 

with the government budget were offered to Tibetan 

people. Although the programme has successfully 

provided support for approximately 33,100 students 

between 1985 and 2006,it ultimately attracted Tibetans 

to learn Mandarin and attend Chinese teaching schools in 

order to access top-quality education 22. Moreover, the 

Mandarin teaching model gradually gained dominance 

when Tibetan students entered the higher education 

system. Mandarin implies better education and more 

employment opportunities and is therefore associated 

with the strong attraction of language learning and strong 

sustainability. The lack of top-quality education institutes 

in Tibet and the disconnection between the Tibetan 

language and quality education contribute to the 

unsatisfactory effects of top-down attempts. Thus, top-

down support for Tibetan language education did not 

seem to essentially reduce the vulnerability or boost the 

ecology of Tibetan in bilingual education. 

The unequal distribution of resources has also 

affected the language ecology of Tibetan. It was, and it 

still is the case that many minority education institutes 

lack basic resources. Despite the increase in bilingual 

education investment and enhanced training of bilingual 

teachers 23, many education institutes lack dedicated 

and professional teachers while Tibet is still an 

underachiever in China’s national education system. The 

effect of bilingual education is still unsatisfactory 

regardless of a growing trend of volunteer teachers 

teaching in rural areas and ethnic minority group 

inhabited areas. A shortage of electronic resources in 

Tibetan education has been reported. Xiao and Higgins 

suggested that Tibetan television programmes were less 

rich and diverse compared to the programmes in 

Mandarin 24, indicating an inadequate exposure to the 

Tibetan language through digital platforms. Additionally, 

Zhou and Jiang’s research highlights that the Tibetan 

platform application rate of workers in 35 different work 

units in Tibetan-inhabited regions was only 20% 25. 

Maintaining the vitality of language in a modern civil 

society relies heavily on electronic resources. It is critical 

to refine the distribution of educational resources, 

particularly electronic resources, to improve language 

ecology.  

4.2. Attitudes towards the Language 

The diglossia system in China has impacted the social 

status of Tibetan and Mandarin. It is commonly believed 

that Mandarin is closely connected with better 

employment opportunities and educational resources. 

Ko’s interview with Tibetan residents disclosed that 

Tibetans tend to believe learning Mandarin allows them 

to be more competitive 26. Meanwhile, white-collar 

professions want their employees to speak fluent 

Mandarin, feeding into the association of Mandarin with 

higher prestige and more importance in employment. It is 

not surprising that the main instruction language in Tibet 

is gradually transitioning into Chinese, whereas Tibetan 

is taught as a language subject 27. Tibetan therefore 

loses its social significance to some extent. Zhang and 

Pérez-Milans' research corresponds with this statement as 

their interviewees (Tibetan teachers) expressed how their 

school did not pay enough attention to Tibetan. The 

school relied on students’ good performance in other 

subjects to improve their competitiveness. Teachers and 

students did not regard Tibetan as an important subject 

28. Some teachers even pulled students away from 

learning Tibetan, deeming its weak role in examination 

and higher education system 21. The diglossia system 

pushes Mandarin to be the instruction language associated 

with more social importance, and Tibetan to be the daily 

language. Tibetan, in the diglossia system, is at the risk of 

losing its prestige and its attraction to speakers. 

Tibetan speakers and the government have both 

shown efforts to support the Tibetan language. Tibetan 

Buddhists were the active advocators of Tibetan language 

maintenance. For instance, the 10th Panchen Lama urged 

the establishment of Tibetan language schools in 

Snowland Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture 28. 

Furthermore, Roche and Bum found that Buddhist 

monasteries cooperated with influential language brokers 

to offer Tibetan-medium education, such as literary 

Tibetan classes 4. Seeing the vulnerability of their 

language, Tibetan speakers have taken initiatives to form 

associations that allow them to protect and/or promote 

Tibetan. Their ethnic, cultural and religious identity also 

encourages Tibetans to develop these associations. The 

author noticed that Tibetan university students have also 

organised special events and societies that urge Tibetan to 

speak and protect Tibetan language and culture. 

Nevertheless, these associations and events have limited 

influence and are relatively small compared to state 

academies. Roche and Bum indicated that the grass-root 

institutions often have unclear goals and poor 

management 4. The government was partly supportive 

in protecting the Tibetan language, yet its role in the 

bigger picture of protecting the Tibetan language remains 

unclear. There have been cases where the government 

restricted and closed grass-root language protections 

institutions and cases in which the state academies and 

councils supported corpus planning and provided digital 

platforms for Tibetan language communication.  

Both Tibetan people and the government tend to 

support Standard Tibetan, yet have weaker awareness of 

the role of other Tibetic varieties. As mentioned earlier in 

this paper, many have failed to comprehend the linguistic 

diversity in Tibet while major resources in the Tibetan 

language were offered in Standard Tibetan. It was also 
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reported that dialects like Hualong Tibetan were 

associated with negative social characteristics according 

to Non-Hualong Tibetan speakers [4]. This correlates 

with the concerns about linguistic diversity in Tibetan 

language ecology. In addition, the author found out 

during the discussion with Tibetan students that the 

Tibetan university students tend to speak with each others 

in Standard Tibetan even though they possess native or 

bilingual proficiency in non-standard Tibetic varieties. 

The students tend to associate standard Tibetan with a 

sense of ethnic pride while regarding the other varieties 

as the symbol of being undereducated. Poor 

documentation alongside the negative impressions 

against non-standard Tibetan could damage the language 

ecology in Tibet.  

4.3. Language Competence 

The linguistic ability of Tibetan speakers varies in 

Tibet. Those who started to learn Tibetan at an early age 

or speak Tibetan as a mother tongue doubtlessly possess 

better linguistic performance. Zhang et al. imply that a 

wide discrepancy in Tibetan language competence 

between Tibetan students and students from other regions 

in university exists due to the various extents of exposure 

to the Tibetan language. Yet students were all exposed to 

Mandarin since the beginning of their primary education 

[6]. This can cause a lack of strong motivation for people 

outside Tibet to learn Tibetan. Although most of Tibetan 

universities require students to learn Tibetan regardless 

of their ethnic backgrounds, those who learn Tibetan as a 

L2 find it unnecessary to reach the mastery of Tibetan. 

Since they can communicate with Tibetan people in 

Mandarin smoothly, they may have limited incentive to 

learn Tibetan for communication purpose. This may not 

apply to those attracted to Tibetan culture with a strong 

willingness to integrate themselves into Tibetan 

communities. Points discussed in 4.2 can also interfere 

with speakers’ language competence. The weak role of 

Tibetan in the examination and higher education system, 

together with the lack of awareness towards the 

importance of non-standard varieties, could cause a loss 

of proficient second language speakers along with 

proficient native speakers.  

When the trilingual education model was introduced 

in Tibet, the situation became even more complicated. 

Following the globalisation trend, more people have 

realised the necessity to learn the international lingua 

franca English. Xiao and Higgins implied that Tibetan 

students tend to try their best when learning Mandarin, 

but face difficulties when learning English. The 

interviewee in their research also highlighted that they 

thought English was useless in Tibet, and their class 

generally performed poorly in English examinations 

[24]. Teachers and students both struggled with English 

language education. Furthermore, little evidence can 

display that Tibetan people have enjoyed cognitive 

advantages of trilingual education [29]. On the contrary, 

cognitive, cultural and psychological problems occurred 

when ethnic minority groups in China tried to learn a third 

language [30]. While discussing with Tibetan university 

students, the author noted that the some of the students 

have lost confidence in learning languages or even 

learning other subjects if their performance in English is 

constantly poor. In this case, Tibetan students’ 

willingness to learn English will be damaged, and they are 

less likely to learn and master the English language. The 

ecology of a trilingual environment in Tibet means 

Tibetan requires more effort to be maintained and 

promoted. The speakers’ Tibetan language competence 

and tri-lingual ability have not shown the adequate 

capacity to improve the Tibetan language ecology. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study used the first-grade indicators of 

“response” under Xiao and Fan’s PSR model to look at 

the language ecology of Tibetan. Tibetan language’s 

education, alongside people’s attitudes towards the 

Tibetan language, and speakers’ language competence 

have not sufficiently promoted Tibetan’s language 

ecology. The education has not fundamentally changed 

Tibetan’s vulnerable position. Although efforts have been 

made to protect the Tibetan language, Tibetan is still at 

risk of losing attraction to its speakers, and support tends 

to be given to Standard Tibetan language rather than other 

varieties. Speakers’ language competence is in a complex 

situation as Tibetans are struggling under the trilingual 

education model. It is expected that this study could raise 

people’s awareness of the language ecology of Tibetan as 

well as the RPS model developed by Chinese linguists. 

Tibetan is a critical language in China. While limited 

research has examined Tibetan from an ecolinguistic 

perspective, this brief study illustrated that Tibetan needs 

extensive attention and more effective support. The study 

can also indicate the situation of minority languages in 

China. Due to limited time and resources, and the author’s 

inability to conduct a comprehensive field research in 

Tibet, this study used secondary and empirical data. It is 

recommended that more research, especially field 

research, be conducted on the ecological issues of Tibetan 

languages. It is worthwhile applying Xiao and Fan’s PSR 

model to assess the ecology of a language systematically 

and comprehensively. 
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