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Engl i sh, not Manglish pl ease

Abdul | ah Ahmad

CONTRARY to the general belief Englishis the third nost wi dely spoken
| anguage in the world. The first is Potonghua (Mandarin) and second i s
Spani sh.

Mal aysia is listed by Time Al manac 2000 as one of the nations where
English is wi dely spoken besides the United States, United Ki ngdomand
Tonga. No nention is nmade about Mal ay being the official or national
| anguage or even w del y spoken. Nor Bahasa | ndonesia i s nentioned for
I ndonesi a; instead it is Javanese.

George Owell saidin 1954 - the year | got a pass in English and a
credit inEnglishliterature in the Canbridge School Certificate
exam nation - that the English | anguage was in a bad way and t here was
little the English could do about it.

Despite that, English remains the |ingua franca of the world.

The English (or rather the British) are still conplaini ng about what
George Orwel |l stated 46 years ago. The i ssue has been and wi Il al ways be a
concern to everyone, even to us.

In our case, the problemis to enphasise to all Ml aysi ans, that though
English is no | onger the | anguage during col oni al tinmes when good comrand
of it was a necessity, it remains true that proficiency in the | anguage is
crucial to success in whatever they do.

Even t he Chi nese, Japanese, Russi ans, Vi etnanese, Thais, |Indonesians and
Arabs are all studying English with a vengeance.

| amstating this openly and clearly: never has this nation and
bum puteras in particular needed to invest nore in acquiring know edge via
t he Engli sh | anguage, and hopefully throughit, our collective imgination
wi ||l be enhanced.

There are no gai ns wi thout pains; diligence is the nother of good | uck

Therefore, the Government, teachers, enpl oyers and parents who appear to
be tal king non-stop about the fast declining standard of English anmong
Mal aysi ans, even anong graduates, have to do sonet hi ng brave, drastic and
post-haste to arrest what is even obvious to ordinarily ordi nary persons.

| won't say English is dying here, but is it the kind of English we want
to be taught to our grandchildren?

As an editorial in The New Straits Ti nes | ast Thursday stated, everyone
benpans the fact the standard of English has declined but what are we
doi ng about it?

I will now say, unequivocally, that short of a fast-track effort to
arrest it, our international edge over our nei ghbours will soon be eroded,
and do not be altogether surprisedif what Prinme M nister Datuk Ser Dr
Mahat hir Mohanmad aspires to achieve for the country - the status of a
devel oped nation by 2020 - would not be attained.

It is shocking, as it is shameful that, according to a study, about 70
per cent of pupils inlevels four to six in prinmary schools have
difficulty in stringing together a grammatically correct sentence.

Poorly qualified teachers is one thing. The problemis conmpounded by the
reality of the environment at home and pl ay, i nadequate tinme given for
Engl i sh | essons, crowded cl assroons and the najority of pupils comng from
pre-school s which do not use English as the nmedi umof instruction

The result of all these factors is that except for the privileged
chil dren who constantly use English at hone, the rest suffer as they are
not exposed to the foreign tongue



It is no exaggeration that even graduates lack the ability to draft a
sinple letter inidiomatic English and sone can't even conprehend a
strai ghtforwardinstruction.

Enpl oyers are | anenting and sonme editors are really crying over this.
This is the harsh state of affairs and until we are courageous enough to
accept this and do sonet hing qui ckly, | suggest we refrain frombeing too
overly anmbitious to be this and that.

English is the | anguage of the know edge- based econony. Qur educati ona
policy (w thout underm ning the status of the National Language and
national syllabus) nust be a bit flexible.

Oherwiseit isdifficult for us to pursue and attain our internationa
ai ms and national agenda. No way can a nonolingual civil service and
private sector deliver them

What perplexes me is that despite there being no opposition to the
teachi ng of English wi thin Umo and even Pas (as long as it does not
si del i ne Bahasa Mal aysi a) why i s the Governnent rather tardy and even
anbi val ent about English?

A dozen years ago | spoke in Parlianment about the Governnent's
irresolution on the subject. The then Educati on M nister, Datuk Seri Anwar
Ibrahim invited ne to talk about it over lunch. He told ne of the planto
enhance the teaching of English and to re-introduce English literature in
t he English syllabus. Qoviously, it was not enough, if i ndeed what he said
to me has been inpl enent ed

Dr Mahat hir, Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi and nany ot hers went to
Engl i sh nedi umschool s, yet their nother tongue has not suffered. So
wherein lies the problen?

A changed and changi ng environnent in the | earning and teachi ng of
English in our country causes the poor and deteriorating standard of
Engl i sh.

I n Singapore, a Chinese najority city-state where Mandarin i s pronoted,
Engl i sh has not suffered as nuch, although the Singapore Governnent is
trying to curb the spread of the phenonmenon known as "Singlish", because
it is aconpulsory first | anguage. English is also a sine qua non,
believe, to nerit the School Certificate, just as it was when | was in
school .

I never got ny School Certificate though | passed English and obtai ned a
credit inliterature because | failed in one of the other two obligatory
subj ects, mathematics and sci ence.

Canbri dge and Harvard notw t hstandi ng, | keep readi ng, speaki ng and
witing in English.

| do the sanme in Malay. | did not attend school until | was nine and in
my first year at MCKK (1948) | | earned gramar, dictation, nmultiplication
tabl es, Quarani c verses and poetry by rote. You must pass them otherw se
you woul d first be denoted before being asked to | eave school. The fear of
bei ng hum | i ated nmade | azy bones |i ke nme work just to keep ny pl ace.

Let us encourage people to read, wite and talk in English until they
attain sone senbl ance of skills to do effective business at the United
Nations, in the Euro markets, Shanghai and Tokyo.

| would like to reiterate that none who has acquired consi derabl e
command of English has |ost proficiency in the nother tongue. The exanpl es
are too nunerous - the late Tun Mbhamad Suffian, Tan Sri Ahnad | brahi mand
Tun Razak.

Anong the living: Dr Mahathir, Tun Dai mZai nuddin, Tan Sri Misa Hitam
Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah, Datuk Dr Rais Yatim Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz,

Dat uk Hi shanmuddi n Tun Hussei n and hundreds of others. One or two are
trying to acquire worki ng know edge of third and even fourth | anguages.

I wote in my diary yesterday that there are between 60, 000 and 65, 000



bum put era students attendi ng Chi nese-nedi umschools. Wy? | know t he
reason but that will be the subject of another article. | will not be
surprised, and | think it is a good sign, the bunmi puteras will soon
scranmbl e for places in good school s.

English is the | anguage of Shakespeare, Johnson, MIton, Shelly,
Sheridan but it is al so the | anguage of George Bernard Shaw, V.S. Nai pul,
Joseph Conrad, Edward Sai d, Lee Kuan Yew, Tunku Abdul Rahman, Nehru,

Sukar no, Vi kram Seth, Rehman Rashid, Munir Majid, Noordin Sopi ee and nmany
ot hers.

English literature has enthralled and entertai ned readers of all ages in
foreignlands. It still does even after nore than half century after the
sun set on the British Enmpire and it will continue to do so.

Mal aysi ans nust continue to naster it |ike the Singaporean Chinese,

Chi nese Chi nese, the I ndonesi ans and the Thais are doing. To beginwth
make sure your children read widely, wite and speak it all the tine. No
other way exists if we want to enhance our international conpetitiveness.

Engli sh, for the noment, |ies outside the depth of Ml aysi an society
because it is not in the Mal aysi an foundation; but it nust be brought into
it. Only then, when it exists in the right environment, can it devel op.

| f soneone from Kok Lanas has no fear of English, there is no good
reason for ot her Mal aysi ans to express reservations and resent ment about
t he | anguage.

Wien | left Kok Lanas in January 1948 for MCKK via train through
Sout hern Thailand to Alor Star and then to Kual a Kangsar, | was neither
anxi ous nor bewi | dered. | was i nstead | ooki ng forward to | earni ng Engli sh.

Inmy Fifth formwhile nmy cl assnates were studyi ng desperately for the
Canbri dge School Certificate exam nation, | was dream ng to becone a
journalist and make ny way in journalismand politics.

( END)
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