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| WILL THE REAL ENGLISH MASTER STAND UP?

KALINGA SENEVIRATNE

LAST December, [ was at the Sydney
Opera house to witness my 17 vear-old
daughter, Amali, bom and raised in Aus-
tralia, recetving the prize for topping the
Englizh clags in her final vear at one of
the top state schools in Sydney.

In a grade of some 250 students
(mostly Caucasian), the top three stu-
dents were all of Asian descent: My daugh-
ter of 5ri Lankan descent, another with
Burmese parents, while the third hadan
Indian fatherand a Filipino mother.

I told Amah after the presentation
that if she applied to teach English (after
completing a degree) in East Asia, she is
very likely to be rejected when they see
her picture, becauze she will be deemed
not to be a “native speaker” of English.

In Australia, such discrimination
would be seen as “mcism” while [ would
argue it's more a result of a “colonised”
Asian mindset.

Anundhati Roy — the winner of the
Booker Prize in 1997, the top literary
award in the Enghshapeaking world —
said in a recent interview, when she was
asked why she chose to write in English
having been barn and bred in India: “I
don't feel that I am the slave of language
but that the language is the slave of me,
and it's my art to male it say what I think
or make it do what [ want”.

Since winning the prize and a multi-
million dallar publishing deal, Arundhati
has become a superstarin the global eco-
nomic justice movement speaking to au-
diences in her distinct Indian accent from
America across Europe to Asia and Aus-
tralia, and receiving standing ovations.

In 2004, she even received the Syd-
ney Peace Prize from the Governor of
the state of New South Wales.
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AS GOOD AS ITGETS: Asian writers like Catherine Lim (clockwise, far left], Vikram Sath, Arundhati

Roy, Davika Bai, Tash Aw and V § Naipaul have shown that they too can be doyens of the language.

Last year, it was reported that a deal,
struck by the Thai Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra during a visit to India to bring
South Asian English teachers to help
Thai schools improve English teaching
standards, was coming unstuck because
Thai parents wanted their children to be
taught by “native speakers”.

Meanwhile, it was revealed in the
British pariament around the same time
that nearly 16 million adults in Britain
are unable to read and wrte properly in
Englizh.

Recently, I picked up a book at a
Banglook airport bookshop titled, Road
Rash: Western Towrists and Expatriates at
Flay in Asia’s Global Village written by a
Canacian who has taught Englishin A=ia
for many years.

In it he says: “Many of these Eng-
lizh teachers are exiled from affluent
countries by debt and stdent loans. Oth-
ers have been downsized from corporate
jobs, trapped by temporary employment
agencies, or locked into deadend mini-

mum wage jobs ... the mass migration of
Englizh teachers points to an interesting
dynamic in the global village; affluent and
wealthy countries are now exporting their
unemplovable, overeducated, surplus
population into less-developed nations as
labourers.”

Thus, English teaching in Asia has be-
come a lifeline for these unemploved “na-
tive speakers”.

With globalisation of trade creating a
huge demand for English language skills
in A=ia, this is one of the few growth areas
in Asia for new graduates from Asian ter-
tiary education institutes,

Yet, gmduates with humanities and
mass communication degrees are enter-
ing into the job market in the thousands,
and finding it difficult to get jobs.

Singapore, Malaysia, India and the
Philippines are good examples, and it is
these graduates who could fill the de-
mand for English teachers in Asia, if the
Asian mindzset could be “decolonised”.

Two years ago, I was in a rural town

in southern Sri Lanka called Embilipi-
tiva, where a Buddhist monk, Dr Omalphe
Sobithathera, has set up an English lan-
guage Intemational School at the tem-
ple to educate rural children whose par-
ents speak nary a word of Englizh.

When I asked the leamed monlk, wha
15 also a member of parliament of the Na-
tionalist Heritage Party, if he wasn't un-
dermining the role of the national lan-
guage — Sinhalese— in public education,
hiz reply was: “We teach them Sinhalese,
and we teachall other subjects including
Buddhism in English. In this globalised
eConomic environment, we need to give
the ruralchildren wings to fly and that is
the English language. [tneed not be put
on a pedestal and worshipped. We need
touse it like arug, a ferry, not as a God.”

We need to realise that English is no
more the language of the Anglo-Saxons.
As the global lmguage of commerce, it be-
lomgs to all of us. We don’t need to speak
it like the Americans or the British — but
we need to be able to speak English with
proper grammar and with correct spacing
of words and phrases where the message
could be communicated well, as Arundhat
Rov does so well.

These communication skills could be
tanght by well-qualified Indians, Sri
Lankans, Filipinos, Malaysians and Sin-
gaporeans, perhaps much better than
some of those “native speakers”. Don't
blame Westerners for this, it's justa mat-
ter of de-colonising our own mindsets.

The muthor is @ jowrnalist, media awalyst
and mass communications lechurer
currently based in Singapore.

What's your view? Emall us at
news@newstoday.com.sg



