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Fear not English, for Romi's here!

Sheri dan Mahavera

INthe final instalment of a two-parter on efforts to hel p needy pupils,
SHERI DAN MAHAVERA t al ks t o an educat or whose goal is to infuse rural
youngsters with the confidence to |l earn English so they can better

under stand t he subj ect in school .

| NSTEAD of enjoying a quiet, rusticlife, aretired Universiti Sains
Mal aysia official is doing his bit to serve his society. "Evenif |I'm
drawing a pension, I'mstill living off taxpayers' noney. So | feel that
must give back (to society), in ny own small way," says Roml i Abu Bakar
60, a forner deputy registrar at USM

By "small way", he means teaching English to poor childrenin his
vil |l age.

Ei ght years ago, Ronmli took it upon hinself to give di sadvant aged
children i n Kanmpung Buj ang, Merbok, Kedah a basic grounding in Englishto
suppl enent their | essons at school.

Today, Rom i describes his efforts as not so much as teaching t hem
English, but teaching themnot to fear the | anguage

"l believe that is what former Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad
want ed Mal ays to | earn, that we should not fear what is foreign but to
learn fromforeigners, and work hard so that we can one day becone
masters. "

The free English classes that Romli conducts at his hone for about 200
children in Kampung Bujang reflect this, as the nbst basic el enents of the
| anguage are di ssected for the pupils.

"We start with something as sinple as the phrase a nan with a pen. Then
we explain why there is an “a' before the man and the pen," says Ronli.

Starting in 1996, with his own noney and sone donations fromUSM Roni i
had converted his house into atuition centre for needy pupils. He built
sinpl e sheds conplete with tables and chairs, using recycled wood and
zinc. Initially, there were only 11 pupils.

A d English textbooks donated by USMI ecturers are used for study
mat eri al

Morni ng cl asses for Year One to Year Four pupils start at 7.45amand end
at 1lam while those in Year Five and Six start their sessions at 3.30pm

English for secondary school students is divided into basic and
i nternedi ate, considering that student proficiency does not correlateto
their official designated |evels.

"There are Form Five students who only know Form One English, while you
get Form One students who speak and wite at FormFive | evel. So students
are put in classes based on the | evel of proficiency, rather than based on
their formlevels," says Romli, who has several years of experience
teachi ng young | earners English in the days before pursuing his studies in
rural devel opnent at USM

The goal, according to Romi, is to infuse rural children with the
confidence to |l earn English so they can better understand the subject in
school .

The net hod, which Romi describes as the "ol d school" approach, is ained
at making the | anguage - seen as intimdating to rural youngsters who only
see it being used on television - famliar to them

Urban students, Ronli contends, |earn English faster as they are nore
exposed to it because their parents nay use it at home. This nmakes it
easier for themto followthe English | essons taught in schools.



"Rural parents do not know howto speak English. As aresult, their
children find it difficult to foll owwhat is being taught in class, as the
| essons and subject are alien to them" he says.

This unfam liarity causes themto shy away fromparticipating in class,
says Roml i, adding: "When they m spronounce a word or nmake a silly nistake
and get | aughed at, there goes all their interest inlearning English.”

To sinplify the | earni ng process, Bahasa Malaysia is used to explain
conmpl ex concepts or words

As an exanple, Rom i, who handl es the English classes singl e-handedly,
says children are given a short passage or sentence to read and
understand. Definitions for difficult words are provided for i n Bahasa
Mal aysi a.

"Some pupils do not even know howto | ook up a word in the dictionary
and this can hanper their interest. Even if they looked it up, they m ght
have probl ens understandi ng the definition," he says.

The pupils are then asked to create their own sentences in oral and
written exercises, while granmatical rul es are poi nted out as they go
al ong.

"The classes function as a kind of support systemto suppl ement what
they learnin school. It is to make the formal | essons in school easier to
under stand, " he adds.

I n school, teachers do not have the tine to delve into the basics and
there is pressure to finish the syllabus on tine.

Aside fromEnglish, Romi, with the help of forner pupils fromhis first
batch in 1996, al so conducts cl asses for Mat hemnti cs.

However, Romli says, English is being given nore attention as the
Mat hemati cs cl asses are tuned to hel pi ng students achi eve hi gher marks in
t he subj ect.

Apart fromthe classes, Ronli's house has been turned i nto a gui dance
centre of sorts, where he has invited sone of his friends fromUSMto give
notivational |lectures not only to pupils and students, but to their
parents as well.

Parents are given tips on good parenting skills while the children are
nmotivated to do well in the Ujian Penilaian Sekol ah Rendah (UPSR)

USM he says, has been instrumental in hel ping hi mput together the
tuition centre, whose surroundi ngs are enhanced by t he presence of two
fish ponds to rear catfish (keli) and tel apia, and a nursery for | andscape
plants - a passion Romli acquired as a young boy.

USM Vi ce- Chancel | or Prof essor Datuk Dzul ki fli Abdul Razak, Romli adds,
has funded sone of the building materials for the centre's structures.

"The centre is a place where parents can cone together and di scuss their
children's educational problens,” says Romi.

Sales fromthe fish reared in the ponds and plants fromthe nursery are
used to fund the centre.

"W al so want to encourage the kampung folk to initiate these projects
t hensel ves in the | and surroundi ng their hones, so that they can al so earn
suppl enent ary i ncome

"They can sell the fish and use water fromthe ponds to fertilise their
vegetabl e plots. Wth this, they save the nmoney they earn fromworking in
the factories for their children's books," he says.

The | arger objective of Ronli's teaching project is to bridge the
intell ectual gap between the university and the vill age.

"Rural folk see universities as sonething alien. The first thing that
pops into their mnds is noney or howdo they pay for their children's
tuition.

"By showing the fruits of intellectual |abour such as integrated
farm ng, they can see its benefits,"” he says.



Also, the integrated farmi ng project will nake use of the many fertile
plots in the Lenmbah Buj ang area which are nostly left idle.

One of Romi's neighbours has inplemented the fish farmproject so well,
that he nowsells catfish fry to Gik and Sik.

Twi ce-a-year notivational canps are al so held and they are such a hit
that Romi now plans to hol d a speci al programme for nothers to teach them
proper nutrition and parenting skills.

Romi's wife, Hasnah Said, also teaches Mathematics to | earners from
Year One to Form Three.

Bei ng an ex-teacher, she understands howtough it is to study when you
are poor.

Rom i plans to expand the centre's small library and is trying to get
USMto donate its old conputers for his pupils and students to use.

"If I were to just do this on ny pension, then it would not be enough.
There are five people who were instrunental in helping ne set up the
centre. And | would like to thank them™"

Besi des Dzul kifli, they are Professor Datuk Amr Awang, Zuffra Pharnacy
owner Zubir Shei kh Ahmad, USM I ecturer Dr Mistapha Kassi mand Penang
busi nessman Yusof Ahnad.

The fl ood which hit Kedah in Cctober |ast year brought sone good | uck
when State Communi cations, Information, Miltimedia and Vol unt eer
Organi sations chai rman Rosnah Majid visited the centre and expressed an
interest in hel ping out.

Zubir fromZzZuffra Pharmacy has expressed a keen interest in setting up a
fund for poor children by offering themloans and schol arshi ps for
tertiary education.

Such a plan, Romi says, is one of his ultinmate goal s.

"I would like tosee it realised, evenif it happens after | amnot
around, " he says.

Inthe neantine, Romi will continue with whatever little he has to
teach the chil dren of Kanpung Buj ang not to fear English.
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