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AS a linguist and historian, | have been follow ng the on-going

di scussi ons on Ml aysi ans' proficiency in English and on current problens
in teaching English with great interest.

Seem ngly everything i nportant has already been said yet | feel there is
still another perspective that needs to be expl ored before decisions are
t aken.

In spite of all the problens highlighted by many New Straits Ti nes
readers, the acceptance of and proficiency in English anbng Mal aysians is
still far greater than nost other countries, be it Thail and, Vietnam
Korea or Japan, Italy or ny own country, the Czech Republic, for that
matter.

This is one of the few positive | egacies of Ml aysia's col onial past
preserved t hrough the snmooth transition fromcol onialismto i ndependence
and because of the multi-racial conposition of Ml aysian society.

Most ol d i ndependent countries have not experienced the process of
exposi ng substantial nunbers of their people to in-depth English | anguage
educat i on.

The perennial dilemma posed by the choice of a | anguage as nedi um of
instruction is whether it is meant to serve the ends of general education
or the inperatives of international relations.

Ceneral education of people, however, is always the priority of
i ndependent denocratic societi es.

Wor | dwi de experi ence shows that general education of |arge masses of
monol i ngual popul ations is possible only if their nother tongue is used as
a medi um of instruction.

You cannot learn fine distinctions of conplicated nmeanings in a | anguage
that you do not understand properly. Hence, general education systens in
i ndependent countries are usually based on the nother tongue as a nmedi um
of instruction.

To neet the requirenents of international comrunication, foreign
| anguage teaching is then, at sone point, added to the curricul um

Experience al so shows that in social environments with nmore or |ess
| arge concentrations of nonolingual popul ations, any attenpts at teaching
children a foreign | anguage is a frustrati ng experience.

In fact, it is inmpossible to achieve satisfactory results because of the
children's unavoidably Iimted exposure to natural conmunication in the
foreign | anguage.

Another limting factor is the understandable oscillation in the
student's notivation, the | evels which fluctuate between reasonably high
and nil. In general, returns on the investnment fall far bel ow
expect ati ons.

The current problemof teaching English in Malaysia is one of transition
fromthe col onial past to a society of an independent country with simlar
chal | enges as those ol d i ndependent countries have had to face.

As long as there are conpact masses of nonolingual popul ations and as
|l ong as these have to be given education at all, it nust be done first in
their nother tongue. This is especially true for the Ml ays, for obvious
denogr aphi ¢ reasons.

The inevitable result is a real or perceived decline of proficiency in
English as conpared to the standards of the past.

Maybe in Mal aysia the bottom has al ready been reached. Maybe the free



fall will continue. For in |anguage acquisition the | aw of conpact
monol i ngual popul ati ons that governs their access to | anguage
comuni cation is as conpelling as the [ aw of gravitation.

However, as with any natural |aw that man has | earned to nmake use of,
the sooner this fact is understood and recogni sed, the softer will be the
| andi ng.

If this is the case, then nostalgic remniscences will hardly help.
Partial changes of curriculumby the education authorities may eventually
end up adding to the existing frustration.

Then perhaps an alternative strategy should be tried, simlar to those
used successfully by some ol d i ndependent countri es.

In other words, the coveted inprovenment is not likely to take pl ace
unl ess sonme key el enents of an alternative | anguage policy, better adapted
to the changi ng social context, are thought of and inplenented at the
national |evel, beyond the nere scope of education, though education wll
be the centre stage of any reform

The underlying notions of such a reformare quite sinple.

First, the current woes of English teaching in Mal aysia should be seen
as part of a larger picture, as suggested above.

Second, it should be recognised that teaching the basics of English to
as many people as possible is not the only and nost effective way of
accessing the world of the sciences, technology and arts. The alternative
way is translation.

What ever know edge there is to be conmunicated to npost citizens,
translation is the only alternative. It is also the only alternative for
the full appreciation of literary works. For this reason translation
shoul d not be seen as unnecessary waste of national resources.

On the contrary, excellent works of translation, whether in the arts or
sci ences, should be regarded as a matter of national pride, as they in
fact are in some other nations.

Together with this, reading should be encouraged, and woul d becone a
habit and one of the nost inportant sources of know edge as well as of
preci se, discrimnative thought and of |onging for higher education.

This, in turn, will help in raising the notivation of young people to
| earn English and ot her | anguages.

Thirdly, just as construction needs highly trained architects and
engi neers and the national health service cannot be thought of w thout
good physi ci ans, surgeons and nurses, dealing with | anguage requires many
hi ghly professional |anguage teachers, translators and interpreters.

Mor eover, while architects are vital for architecture and physicians for
medi ci ne, good | anguage teachers and translators are needed to service not
only education and the arts, but virtually every branch of human activity.

Fourth, the effort to create such a work force shoul d be spearheaded by
educating excellent foreign | anguage teachers, equally trained in their
nmot her tongue and English (or any other foreign | anguage that may be
required).

Enhanced training and retaining of the existing teachers, as suggested
by Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad, would be a good start.

Fifth, though in theory teaching a foreign | anguage at an early age is
very good, it can only work where famly or other social environments can
make the acquired skills sustainable.

Therefore, English as a foreign | anguage shoul d only be taught wherever
students (enhanced by their parents) have sufficient notivation to |earn
and where the skills acquired are sustainable.

The courses offered should then be reasonably intensive. Watever
changes may be envi saged for the general education system they should
make it a well-conceived and bal anced syst em where nother tongue, nationa



| anguage and foreign | anguage education are assigned their proper and
i rrepl aceabl e rol es.

As a nulti-racial and multi-cultural country with Bahasa Ml aysi a as
nati onal |anguage and with sone sectors of society using English as their
first | anguage, Malaysia has rich linguistic resources for the future.

Nevert hel ess, the current debate shows clearly that there are sone rea
concerns and contradictions that have to be addressed.
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