18 October 2004

Gloria,
Learning Foreign Languages in College

Before commenting on your goals for the next four years, let me take care of a couple of things first.  As a first-year student, your writing, as reflected in your letter dated October 13, is fairly well.  To tell you the truth, I've found your writing better than some senior students in our department.  I also agree with your comment on the 

proficiency of their spoken English--some of them do speak English "very badly."  I think we have not done a good enough job in training and preparing our students.  I will send this particular comment of yours--anonymously, if you don't mind--to our College President, Vice-President and the Department Head.  Come to think of it, I'll simply cc this e-mail to them and copy your comment in the PS.  They should be proud that we have students like you who can write and express so succinctly at this

early stage.
Back to your goals.  In both your letter and your goals statement you've repeated your desire to be able to speak English like a native speaker.  It seems to me this is your single most important reason for going to college, and for choosing to major in English.  If this is the case, I'm afraid you may find yourself disappointed. 

Going to college is much more than just trying to learn to speak a foreign language like a native speaker.  As far as learning the language is concerned, you should expect to improve your English not only orally, but also in reading, writing and listening.  In addition, you should learn a variety of other subjects, broaden your perspective, make life-long friends, enjoy your precious time and college life.

If you spend enough time to study, come to your classes and my tutorials on time, I promise you by the time you graduate you will achieve comparable level of ability both academically and in career skills as graduates of any university.

But that does not include you being able to speak English like a native speaker.  If such being your sole objective, you'll be much better off moving to a small town in Britain and acquaint yourself with only English friends.  In that case, you'd likely need less than four years.  If you are sociable, in one to two years' time, you should
be able to speak close to a native speaker.  But could you write good English?  Could you get a good education?  No guarantee on these fronts either, even if you were in Britain.

Anyone who is born and raised in Britain or the States or Australia can speak English natively, just like you can speak Cantonese Chinese natively in Hong Kong, but that does not mean they can read and write English well.  To do that, one needs a good education.  And this is what going to college for.
In Hong Kong, 98% of the population speak Cantonese.  Here simply is not a good enough environ to learn to speak language natively except Cantonese Chinese.  For a native English speaker, their speaking ability could actually go down if they surround themselves with all Chinese friends.  Speaking a language is only a matter of practice.  It's not an education.  Any three-year-olds can speak their native tongue fluently.  You come to Chu Hai to get a good education.  If you find we don't deliver that, you have a right to complain.  But we don't guarantee you to be able to

speak English like the Queen of England.

Have a good night.

John Mok

PS: Gloria's specific comment is as follows: "By the way, I want to say that our College senior students have spoken English very badly and terribly and that makes me wonder how to learn better English in this college for 4 years.  As you know, I do not want to waste my time to learn nothing from here.  I hope you and other native English teachers will be able to figure out good ways to resolve it.  Time is important to me and other students."
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