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Learni ng English to acquire know edge

Teh Ti ong Keng
I WAS inpressed with Mat Yasin Yunus's positive attitude towards | earning
of English in "Reading avidly can inprove | anguage”, (NST, Jan 12).

He is absolutely right. Learning is an endl ess process in our |ives. He
further went on to say that w thout proper spoken English a person can
still get his job done as long as he/she has the ability to understand
techni cal books witten in English.

But the solution is not so sinple. Wat happens if an engi neer defi cient
in English is required to clarify sonme technical problens on the phone
with his foreign colleague in the US? Simlarly, what if the general
manager i s an Engli shman? Does he need an interpreter to comunicate with
hi n®?

Poor comunication ability could |l ead to disaster. What if an engi neer
cannot send the correct nessage to a technician in a helicopter trying to
fix a problemon top of a high-rise building?

I amsurprised that as a US graduate Yasin could still conprom se with
standards in terms of |learning. W need people |ike himto cone back to
Mal aysi a to upgrade standards here, not conpronise on them

Bahasa Mal aysia is the national |anguage and nobody shoul d overlook its
i nportance. However, one should not allow nationalismto cloud the

j udgment .

I f you had not realised the inportance of English, first of all you
woul dn't have deci ded to pursue your studies in US. After all, you could
have still pursued your masters degree in a local university, couldn't
you?

As Prine Mnister Dr Mahathir once said some of our nationalists speak
good English and succeeded in their careers, but the policy they supported
deprived the younger generation of the opportunity to | earn decent
Engli sh.

Per haps Yasin has fallen into the same category. He realised the
i nportance of English, so he studied in the US. Unfortunately, the 36,000
| ocal unenpl oyed graduates were not as | ucky.

Perhaps without the US certificate, he nmay not be what he is now. W
have to bear in mind that only a negligible percentage of |ocal students
can afford to study in US to enhance their marketability. How about the
majority?

Their English is so weak that they not only |lack confidence but al so
sel f-esteemin competing.

Once | received a couple of applications fromlocal graduates who were
enpl oyed by the Governnment under the "tenporary enpl oynent schene for
| ocal graduates”. One of the applicants said he had been worki ng under the
schenme for a few years, yet he couldn't get a proper job in the private
sector.

One shoul d be pragmati c when naki ng conpari sons. Regarding the
phenonenal success of the Japanese and the Koreans despite their know edge
of English, it nust be said that when the process began nore than half a
century ago, conpetition was negligible.

As an exanple, | ook at EON s performance. |t has succeeded very well
| ocal ly, but 20 years of production and research with Mtsubishi's
assi stance, have not brought it on par with foreign car manufacturers. In
ot her words, we don't have the opportunity to |l earn fromscratch.

Even with technol ogy transfers from Japan we have to acquire extra



technol ogy fromdifferent sources to be confident enough to face
gl obal i sati on.

Can we depend on our publishers to translate whatever technical books
avail able in English into Bahasa to enabl e our | ocal graduates
toacconplish the necessary tasks effectively?

Let nme share a problem One of ny friends in Langkawi owned a new Opel
car and there were sone problens with the automati c gear box. A technician
in Langkawi advised himto change the gear box. He sought advice froma
technician in Kuala Lunpur who told himthat the probl emcoul d be sol ved
with some adjustnments and sent the instructions printed in English over to
himin Langkaw .

Unfortunately, the technician in Langkawi just couldn't understand the
instructions printed in English and ny friend had to send the car out of
Langkawi to solve his problem This is only one small aspect of how a
person can be less efficient if he is not fluent in English.

Technol ogi es change every now and then. Wthout a reasonabl e conmmand of
Engli sh, one just can't understand the manuals. And there are thousands of
manual s witten in English for plant, equi pnment, chem cal usage,
el ectrical functions, etc.

| feel Lt Kol (b) Fathol Zaman bin Bukhari had it right when he said
there is "No short cut to mastering a | anguage" (NST, Jan 18).

Learni ng a | anguage, especially English should start as early as
possi bl e, preferably from Year One or kindergarden.

At present, the nost efficient |anguage for acquiring know edge in our
country is English

As Mal aysi ans we have to | earn Bahasa Ml aysia as our first |anguage.
But any human being is capable of achieving proficiency in at |east three
| anguages at the same tine, so why don't we make oursel ves better?
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