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The writer pointed out that good English takes practice and mastering it requires
i a lot of conscious effort. It doesn't come naturally, even if you are from an
Description

English-speaking background. The key to writing and speaking good English is

daily practice.
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ON WIHHY GOOD ENGLISH MATTERS

Mastering it = World's best

MELISSA HENG

INGAPOREANS have eve-

rything - comfortable

lives, gooud job prospects
and strong family support.
Everything, except the right
mix of verbs and tenses.

I should know.

1 have interviewed newsmak-
ers for the past 10 years and
taught journalism for the last
three. Be they industry movers
or fresh-faced teenagers, few
can claim mastery of English,
even as they proudly call Eng-
lish their “first language”.

Many times, I have come
close to choking while trying
not to laugh during an election-
rally speech or an important
press conference. Likewise, I
have pulled my hair out mark-
ing my students’ papers term af-
ter weary term. -

But my credentials as an

English-language eritic go fur-
ther than this. You see, | was
once a bad practitioner of the
English language too - and this
despite my futher being an Eng-
lish-languaye teacher.

It ok several hugely embar-
rassing episodes while I was
studying at Cambridge before 1
resolved that enough was
enough.

After a few weeks of polite
chuckles each time 1 presented
a seminar paper, | told myself
that I wonld read, write and
speak English as well as any
Englishman. No longer would 1
have “second-hest” tagged to
iy language abilities.

Of course, 4 resolution like
that wasn’t rcalised overnight.
For months, 1 tuned in to
the BBC, pored over basic
grammar books with rules that
an eight-vear-old English child
would have already intern-
alised, proactively engaged my
friends in conversation and
slowly but surely clawed my
way out of the language
dumpster.

The peint I'm trying to
make is this: Good English
takes practice and a lot of con-
scious effort. It doesn’t come
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naturally, not even if you are
from an English-speaking back-
ground. The key to being able
to write and speak good Eng-
lish comes from daily practice
and, by this, I dont mean con-
versing in Singlish.

Sure, foreigners might un-
derstand our Singlish with lit-
tle or no difficulty, but where
should we peg ourselves?
What’s our benchmark? Why
should we settle for mere under-
standing when we can aspire to
mastery?

We may laugh at the girls
who gagged on their words on
the latest reality show, S Fac-
tor, but let’s ask ourselves: Are
we laughing because we think
we would fare better, or he-
cause we recugnise our own
lingunistic inadequacies in
their delivery?

True, it may be two sides of
the same coin, but depending
on how that coin falls, we could
one day find ourselves short-
changed in this fast-moving
world.

Singapore sits at the cross-
ruads of East and West. We are
in a unique position. We
should look to language to
show that we are equal to the

best in the world. But how can
we do s0 when, by opening our
mouths, we evoke nothing but
langhter?

Have 1 mastered the English
language?

Honestly, no. To me, lan-
guage is and always will be a
work in progress. The trick is to
progress alongside it and this,
my friends, takes continual and
unfailing effort.

Melissa Heng is a seasoned
Journalist. She lectures on
Journalism and helms her own
editorial consulting firm, My
Blue Ink.

myp@sph.com.sg
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