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Engl i sh beyond the cl assroom

FOR the unpteenth tinme, the Prime Mnister has urged Ml aysians to naster
English. For the unpteenth time, he has said that we need English to
progress. And for the unpteenth tinme, he has said nmastering English would
not be at the expense of Bahasa Mal aysi a.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad has very good reasons to go on repeating
these things. The acquisition of English by Ml aysian children has not
been as universally successful as expected. Too many students begin schoo
with little or no English proficiency and leave it 11 or 13 years later
wi t hout naking much progress in the |anguage. This problemis especially
pronounced anong the Ml ays, even in the urban areas, l|let alone the
kanmpungs.

The age of information technol ogy has made English even nore inportant
than ever before. The linguistic divide between English and non-English
speakers can only lead to a digital divide and to an even greater socio-
econom c divide. In the 21st century gl obal econony, enployers place a
prem um on conpetence in English. Those who don't speak and wite in
English will find difficulty in getting jobs and run the risk of being
| ocked into | ow paid work or unenploynent. They then becone disgruntled
and blame the Governnent for their plight.

Far from destroying the uniqueness of the Malay identity and underm ni ng
the Mal ay | anguage, the creation of nultilingual Mlays who are equally at
home in Malay, English, Mandarin or other |anguages, will strengthen their
capacity to avoid marginalisation in a globalised world where English
hol ds sway.

The decision to teach Science and Mathematics in English is based on a
sound principle of effective |anguage |learning - the greater the input of
and exposure to English in the classroom the greater the likelihood of
students acquiring the |anguage. Wiile the Mnistry of Education has to
address the practical problens of this radical nove, such as training
teachers who | ack conpetence in English and devel opi ng teaching naterials
in English, the nmore urgent task is to take a hard | ook at the existing
curriculum and practices in pedagogy and see what needs to be done.

For instance, in order to learn to speak a |anguage, considerable effort
nmust be spent on tal king. But many students end up with little or no
speaking ability in English. Al though learning activities may be in
English, children interact with one another in their first |anguage, using
little or no English inside and outside the classroom Effective
strategies need to be devel oped to overcome problems |like this

Reading is the nagical key that can unlock the nysteries of |anguage and
the Mnistry has rightly restored literature into the English |anguage
curriculum The danger is that books read for study rather than for
pl easure dulls the imagination and fail to whet the appetite for reading
For reading to work its magic, parents and fanmilies nust be nobilised to
support and pronote English in the honme. Apart frominvesting in private
English tuition, parents should also invest in books. Studies have shown
that students who live in homes where they have access to books are nore
likely to read and to develop positive attitudes towards reading. Children
who are read to at hone, read nore on their own.

I f Malaysians are to master English, they have to be weaned away from a
m sgui ded reliance on formal courses of study. Learning |anguages takes
time, will-power and effort. Wiat happens outside the classroomis often



nore inportant than what happens inside it. Language can quickly fade away
if it is not used. Language skills have to be retained, refined and
repl eni shed through a lifetinme of | earning.
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