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Charmi ng and nodest chanpi on speaker

Debra Chong

PUBLI C speaki ng? Big deal, a fewm ght say. Wat's so great about sone
Mal aysi an gal wi nning the 2004 wor| d chanpi onshi p at yakki ng anyway? The
ot of themare just a bunch of snotty brats who | ove to sound cl ever, as
if they have the answers to all the world' s problens.

These are sone of the m sconceptions youngsters have about the "elite"
art of public speaking.

But meeting Irma Nurzahrah Junain, the 24th World Chanpion in Public
Speaki ng at the recently concl uded Worl d Uni versities Debating
Chanpi onshi p i n Si ngapore, will clear away such cl ose-nmi nded vi ews about
t he subj ect.

This 21-year-ol d fromKota Ki nabal u, Sabah, is poised, articul ate and
warm and can charmthe socks off you

"Public speaking is not just for those who have political or diplomatic
aspirations," stated Irma vehermently.

"It is about the way it makes one think. | think that the world would be
a better place if everyone woul d stop basing their opinions on stereotyped
ideas. | like the fact that | can take tine to thi nk about the i ssues,
aski ng questions and gathering i nformation before | forman opi ni on on
t hem

"I have found that debati ng and public speaki ng buil ds your confi dence.
Just last night | had the privilege of speaking in front of the ex-Prine
M ni ster Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad and it took all the courage | had not to
just faint because of the sheer pressure | was under!"

A law student at the International Islamc University of Ml aysia in
Gonbak, Sel angor, Irnma has garnered several trophies: Best Speaker inthe
2003 Royal Mal aysian Inter-Varsity Debating Chanpi onship (her teamwon in
the Junior category); afinalist inthe 2002 and 2003 Wnan |V (a wonen-
only debating conmpetitioninvolving Mal aysi a, Thail and, and Si ngapore);
and the debating runner-up title in the 2004 WUDC Engli sh as a Second
Language category together with teanmate, Rai han | snail.

Her nanme is also in the Mal aysi a Book of Records as the first Malay to
ever win a public speaki ng chanpi onship in English. And she's only 21

It takes hard work - a great deal of reading on diverse i ssues such as
current affairs, history, literature, and many nore topics - and al so guts
and sheer determination to get to where Irma is

"What | admire nost about her is her persistance,” confided Dr Muhanmad
Arif Zakaul |l ah, Irma's trainer and head of |1 UM s Speech and I nt er per sonal
Comuni cat i ons Enhancenent Department (SPICE).

It sounds intimdating but public speaking and debating are tal ents that
can be acquired, not ones you have to be born with. That has been I UM s
approach since 1991. The key ingredient is attitude.

But as Irma herself nodestly adnmits, her acconplishnents were due to the
constant support and understandi ng she recei ved fromher parents,
trainers, teammates and uni versity rector Dr Mohd Kamal Hassan, whose
concern for the welfare of his students is exenplary.

"Abang Abdul Latif (assistant head of SPICE) breaks his back for our
debating society. He not only spends nbst of his free tinme training us or
pl anni ng our training, he also affects us in a positive way. He i s such an
honest and pi ous i ndividual, he nakes ne want to be a better person.

"Anot her individual who deserves nention is Dr Muhanmad Arif Zakaul | ah.
He started the club and wi thout him we woul d have been deni ed t he best



pastine thereis. Heis the father figure in the club and he gives us the
notivation we need to succeed.

"I amreally thankful that | joined I1UMs English Debating Associ ati on
The nost significant way it changed ne as a personis howit nade ne nore
awar e of the issues around ne.

"It's easy to be ignorant. It's easy to not read the papers, to
conveni ently change fromCNNto the cartoon channel and just doze through
the 8 o' cl ock news. But when you're debating, it's not possible to m ss
out on these when t he next debating training sessionis all about the
current news."

You don't have to be a winner to reap the rewards of public speaking. It
isinitself its own reward, says Irma.

"To be abl e to voi ce your opinions, to exchange thoughts with people
fromdifferent cultures around the world, to |l earn to speak your m nd and
erase stereotyped perceptions is reward enough.

"There is so much conflict inthe world right now...especially over
I slamand Muslims. The younger generati on want peace, and to be able to
resol ve these i ssues in a peaceful way. Participating in chanpi onshi ps has
al l oned us to cone together. Like in Singapore where the champi onship was
hel d, the Israeli teans cane to our rounds and cheered for us.

"They really supported us. This clearly disproves the notion that
Israelis and Muslins can't get al ong. There was chem stry there, and we
formed great friendships. So you see, the youths succeed where dipl omats
sonetines fail."

Words froma yout hful idealist? Perhaps, but powerful and inspiring
nonet hel ess.
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