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Mal aysi a's new real i smtowards English

Abdul | ah Ahnad

A SLIP of the tongue (in any |anguage) is a boo-boo which rai ses eyebrows
and often | eads to enbarrassnment as well. O course, a witten nmistake is
nore devastating than the oral gaffe.

Presi dent George W Bush is prone to making oral nistakes. They have
even led to a new term being coined, the "Bush-isnf. In the |atest of
t hese, he inadvertently called Taiwan a "country". China has fromthe
begi nni ng of Conmuni st rule in 1949 consi dered Taiwan part of its
territory, waiting to be reunited with the mainland by force if necessary.

However, students of Bushisns should not read anything into the apparent
slip of his tongue which is becom ng nore frequent, and English is his
not her tongue. He attended both Yale and Harvard, Anerica's top Ivy League
uni versities.

| magi ne the chall enge faced by non-native speakers. English can and does
bring tears as well as pleasure.

I amdelighted that the Government is no |onger gripped by the politics
of | anguage chauvinism It has w sely decided to give nore inportance to
the teaching of English after a generation of benign neglect. | have
fought a long battle for this because I know as you do that English is the
| anguage of global interaction, it is the | anguage of know edge.

We have paid a heavy price for long years of indifference to the world's
lingua franca. As the New Straits Tines editorial stated on Mnday,
nursi ng the | anguage should not be narrowWy |inked to nationalistic
concerns. No one wants to make English the national or official |anguage.
The paranount position of Ml ay shall always remain entrenched.

Depriving our children of proficiency in English has already set us back
not inconsiderably, and will handi cap future generations even nore. Yet
only four decades ago, it was normal for educated Ml aysians to have a
good conmand of English. Indeed, we were envied by our neighbours.

VWhen | was | earning English at the Malay Coll ege Kual a Kangsar ( MCKK)
bet ween 1948 and 1954, ny teachers - both | ocal and expatriate - taught
t he subject the right way.

They threatened and cajol ed and used, "No good job awaiting you", and
"You will never go to England" to scare us into studying. They were
supportive and to this day, | have never been ashaned to ask questions.

Asking questions is a great way to learn. | know, then and now, that a
good conmand of English will enhance anyone's future.

The standard of English has deteriorated rather spectacul arly because
what was supposed to be a bilingual education somehow becane nono-Ii ngual

Mal aysi a tops Asian nations when it comes to spendi ng noney on education
(4.5 per cent of the GDP in 1999). W even surpass Singapore where English
reigns suprene. Only Israel supercedes us. It spends 9 per cent of its CGDP
(gross donestic product), Singapore 3.6 and Indonesia 1.4.

But when it cones to performance in Mathematics and Sci ence, accordi ng
to a study, Singapore leads in the former and we rank one pl ace higher
than the USI In Science, Taiwan is top scorer, and we are one step behind
the Americans but well ahead of Indonesia, Thailand, and the Phili ppines.

Mal aysi ans nmust acquire English |anguage skills fast if they want to
beconme an information technology (1 T) and know edge- based society.

Human capital is the function of education, and we nmust put nore noney
into it while continually stressing the quality of our schools. W nust
make our people hungry for know edge, and the English | anguage, to make us



mar ket abl e even over seas.

The Arabs, the Chinese and the Europeans are studying English with a
vengeance. Anong the Europeans, English has replaced French as the second
| anguage, the shift taking place in the mddle of the 1990s.

A obal i sation and the devel opnent of English as the | anguage of the
Internet continues the trend, which infuriates the French no end. It does
seemas if it's the beginning of the end for French as the dom nant
wor ki ng | anguage in the European Union. In the Babel that is Brussels,
amtold, French is being heard | ess and | ess these days, and perhaps there
will be even less of it in future.

| believe the Governnent's decision to re-enphasise the inportance of
English will get the solid backing of the people except, and it is quite
natural, for those die-hard nationalists and Mal ay specialists.

If learning and re-Ilearning the | anguage of our previous rulers is post-
Merdeka inperialism | amafraid this is not so, which is one reason why
support it vigorously.

The Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, has not becone |ess
Mal ay or Mal aysi an because he speaks and wites good English, or Lee Kuan
Yew | ess Chinese. Lee speaks and wites the |anguage better than nost
American and British politicians though he wears a Chi nese face.

Over tinme, the colonialismwe |oathed has di sappeared. English has
beconme even nore inportant than before. Devel opnent in know edge is
articulated in English, and not mastering it is to deny ourselves a bigger
canvas, education, encounter with humanity and life of inquiry and
guesti oni ng.
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