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ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE IN THAILAND.

It is well-known by educationists that increasing proficiency in speaking English will increase
proficiency in writing English. This is so because we lcan only write what we can say: before we write
anything, we say it to ourselves inside our minds with the ‘inner voice’.

The main reason for the great difficulty which Thai students find in writing a composition in
English is that they have been taught English by the translation method instead of the oral approach method.
The change-over to the oral approach method is now being made in the schools, but slowly and incompletely
as yet.

Most of you who are reading this article, therefore, have spent many hours over many Yyears
learning English grammar and vocabulary by translation but, in the end, have little confidence in speaking or
writing the language. The English examinations that you passed were almost entirely composed of grammar
and vocabulary questions and your ability to speak and write English was not tested.

English is, officially, the second language in Thailand but it cannot be claimed that this is a
reality when most educated Thai people lack confidence or ability in speaking or writing English. It is, of
course, the responsibility of the teachers of English throughout Thailand to do their best to ensure that
English can truly be regarded as the country’s second language. But, so long as the translation method is
retained, there can be no general progress, and parents who are rich enough will continue to send their
children to the expensive private schools in Bangkok or to foreign countries in order to learn English
properly.

English is a compulsory subject from Pratom 5 onwards in all Thai schools and colleges so
students who enter the 3 rd. Year classes in our college have learnt English for at least eight years and
have passed examinations in the subject each year. Why is it, then, that their ability to speak, hear, write
or comprehend English is generally unsatis-factory ? In my opinion, it is partly because of the unrealistic
curricula that have been used but mostly because of the low standards which are accepted, year after
year.




When [ say that some curricula are unrealistic, I mean that they have been prepared for use
with ‘ideal’ students, but not the ‘real’ students whom we have to teach. These curricula assume a much
higher standard of ability and comprehension than most of our students actually possess. As a result, many
students pass through their English classes, year after year, in a fog of doubt and incomprehension. Before
they have learnt something properly, they are pushed on to the next stage and they end up with a wide but
shallow and unreliable knowledge of the English langnage and no real ability to make practical use of it.

This sad state of affairs is made worse by the acceptance of low standards. Each year, I receive
a number of students in my classes who are so weak in English that I find it difficult to believe that they
have ever passed any real examination in the subject. However, due to a combination of the credits system,
subjective T-scores and ‘kind’ teachers, these students complete their courses successfully and are not required
to have a satisfactory knowledge of English.

I am sure that English cannot truly be regarded as the second language in Thailand until there
is a basic change in its treatment in all Thai schools and colleges and I believe that the following points
should be given priority :

Firstly, the new, improved text-books should be used in the way that their authors intended and
not used in the old translation method way. Teachers should, also, be encouraged to think about the
suitability their text-books and to suggest improvements in the light of their experience in using them.

Secondly, English should be used as much as possible, for all purposes, in the English class-room,
and both oral and aural tests should be an integral part of class-work.

Thirdly, and most importanty, minimum standards in English should be set and, then, strictly
kept.

I.M. Stewart
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