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A wrong i npression, perhaps

Hazi di Abd Hami d

THE newspapers were plastered recently with the issue of Ml aysi an
students overseas not being conversant in English. It seens that severa
students failed to converse effectively in English when they nmet Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad.

Bei ng an ex-overseas student, | have to admt that there are students
overseas who fit the bill quite aptly but perhaps there is another el enent
to this that has been overl ooked. It involves the fine distinction between
the Mal ay words segan and takut.

Havi ng once taught sone students on their way overseas, | realised that
many of the students | taught found the TOEFL and | ELTS tests daunting -
and for sone inpossible without the few nonths of preparation. They cane
to the acadeny where | taught sonetines barely able to construct a
coherent sentence in English. My former coll eagues and | spent nearly a
quarter of a year gearing themup for the tests through intensive coaching
in the language. W net with a great nunber of successes but there really
was not that nmuch we could do in the short tinme allocated to us. However,
by the tinme they had to sit for the tests, they had the necessary
know edge to pass.

But | anguage is nore than know edge. It is a skill one has to acquire
t hrough use to be able to wield it with confidence. It is this confidence
that we often failed to inpart. Students who fail to gain the confidence
required are not restricted to the Malays, but here | shall only be
tal ki ng about the Mal ays because segan and takut are Mal ay words.

In Malay, segan is closely related to shyness. It is a shyness to do
somet hi ng because it m ght show up one's shortconings, or sinply because
one is facing sonmeone of greater authority - thus the shyness is a sign of
great respect for the person.

Authority is a great thing in the Malay psyche. Froma very young age,
we are taught to be respectful to our elders and people of authority. It
is only natural for the students to feel a great deal of segan when facing
our Prime Mnister because with the exception perhaps of royalty, we do
not get anyone with greater authority than the Prinme Mnister.

| magi ne that you have an adequate conmmand of English but with a
confidence level that | eaves a great deal to be desired. You can use the
| anguage when speaki ng to your peers, and perhaps your teachers, but when
you are sitting in front of the Prine Mnister, it is a different kettle
of fish. | can only imagine the pressure these students were under. It is
easi er to nodul ate your speech and thoughts to the need to be polite and
respectful when speaking in Ml ay because it is after all your nother
tongue but when asked to do it in English, the | anguage on whi ch your hold
is, at best, tentative, all that you have acquired in crash courses |ike
the one | taught woul d dissipate exceedingly rapidly, | guess.

On top of that there is the segan elenment. | was not there but | guess
the gat hering was si zeable. There you were in front of your peers and
trying to formul ate English sentences, answering question fromthe nman
whom you only read about in the papers and see on TV. This is the nman to
whom even your village i mamwoul d feel segan. | amhappy to note there
were no reported cases of hysteria or wet garnments.

Then there is the takut elenment. Literally, it nmeans fear but there are
many ki nds of fear. Like many other people, the Ml ays have a great fear
of doi ng sonmething wong, especially in front of others. Wen in a



situation such as this, the takut is not only real, it is probably

i nevitable. Perhaps the two greatest takut are the fear of soundi ng rude
or being disrespectful and the fear of blurting out sonething your shoul d
not say.

A student overseas is sonmetines privy to information Ml aysi an Student
Departnent (MSD) officers do not wi sh soneone in authority back home to
know. What if you blurted out that in the last three years you have been
there, you have never seen an MSD officer coming to visit your university?

A friend once worked as a waiter at one of those establishnents the
officers repeatedly warned us not to go where he saw certain officers
doing the very thing students were told not to indulge in. If this friend
was placed in the position nentioned above, his takut would be very rea
i ndeed because after the interviewthe Prine Mnister would return to
Kual a Lunpur but the officer would still be there.

At the university where | was, we sonetinmes had officers visiting us but
the visit would be very short unless they were acconpanyi ng hi gh-ranki ng
of ficials fromhone who wanted to neet students for sone reason. |f not,

t hey woul d show up, spend an hour or so, if not |ess, ranting and raving
about the things we should not do or "scolding" us for evils they think we
get up to. Then it is off to the nearest tourist attraction. |If we had
probl ens, then we often had to solve themourselves. |f we conplained to
the visiting officials, then things would only get worse.

For these students the takut is real. Some may fear the officers but for
many of us the takut is because if we conpl ained, the officers would only
make it harder for us to do what we were supposed to do - study. Moreover
if menory serves me right, sonme of these officers thensel ves spoke
mar gi nal | y passabl e Engli sh.

However, it is only fair to say that there were a few respectabl e and
genui nely good officers in the MSD. But as the Mal ay sayi ng goes "seekor
ker bau nmenmbawa | unpur, habis terpalit sekandang"” - one water buffalo comes
i n nuddy, the whole pen gets sneared.

Per haps we need | onger intensive English courses before we send students
overseas?
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