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Interview with

Dr. Normala Othman
of MELTA, Malaysia

Dr. Normala Othman, Assistant Professor at the

International Islamic University, Malaysia, gave a
lecture at the JACET 47th National Conference as
a representative of IIUM and MELTA, The
Malaysian English Language Teaching
Association. She then kindly accepted to be
interviewed and this is summarized as follows.

MELTA was founded in 1982 as a non-profit
organization to promote English language
teaching in Malaysia. There are about 1,000
members from all over the country. Most are
English teachers, from kindergarten to university
level. MELTA publishes two journals, The English
Teacher and The Malaysian Journal of ELT
Research, which is an online journal. MELTA also
holds an international conference every year.
This conference becomes a “traveling conference”
every other year, i.e., it is organized in three
locations in Malaysia within a period of two
weeks, in order to reach more teachers.

Malaysia is a multicultural country, consisting
of Malays, Chinese, Indians and other ethnicities.
The national language is Malay, with English as
the second most important language. In the
Malaysian public educational system, elementary
schools are mainly in the national language;
however, there are private schools conducted in

other vernaculars such as Mandarin and Tamil.
English is taught as a subject from the first grade
of elementary school. Consequently, Malaysians
usually become bilingual or trilingual. Some
people speak as many as four languages.

As Malaysia had been governed by Britain for
more than 100 years, many middle-aged and
older people speak English fluently. During the
British colonial and early post-colonial periods,
English was used as an official language. Since
1970, however, the government adopted a policy
of using Malay as the medium of instruction at
school to promote a sense of national identity.
One consequence has been a sharp decline in the
overall standard of English proficiency.
Concerned about a loss of competitiveness in the
international economy, the government decided
to strengthen English education in 2003. One of
the policies employed was the teaching of math
and science in English. Now at every school, the
two subjects are taught in English. These subjects
were selected because they are considered
critical for the nation’s future development. Math
and science teachers undergo consistent training
so that they can teach their subjects in English.

In Malaysia, people who have a good command
of English are more likely to get a good job.
Therefore, many affluent parents send their
children to private, even international, schools
where English is used as the medium of
instruction. Some families use only English even
at home.

mi5lZEH» < L — 7 MELTA ® Dr. Othman,
thak (382 E ALAK @ Dr. Seong.
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Ordinary Malaysians people speak Malaysian
English, which differs from standard English in
terms of grammar, vocabulary and pronuncia-
tion. Dr. Othman said it is considered appropriate
to use Malaysian English in daily communication,
but English teachers focus on teaching standard
English at school. Malaysian English has not been
accepted in the academic world.

Although the language situation of Malaysia
differs from that of Japan, there is much that we
can learn from its efforts to promote English
education.

(Reported by Naoko Osuka, editor)
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