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Abstract: This paper is a preliminary investigation into the teaching of English literature in the ESL
(English as a Second Language) secondary classroom in Brunei Darussalam. Although English liter-
ature has been taught in Brunei for more than twenty five years and is one of the subjects offered in
the Brunei-Cambridge GCE Ordinary Level (GCE ‘O’ Level) examination, very little is known about
this area in language education, in terms of how it is taught and the attitudes towards it. Based on the
distribution of questionnaires and a _focus group interview with English literature teachers in the sec-
ondary schools, this paper explores (i) the teaching methods used, (ii) the factors which helped influence
the changes in teaching methods, and (iii) how teachers perceive students’ attitudes towards English
literature as a school subject. It is hoped that this exploratory study will initiate a whole new area of
research within language education in Brunei. Furthermore, it could contribute to the pool of research
studies on the teaching of English literature in the ESL classroom contexts.
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Introduction

OCATED IN THE north-western part of Borneo, Brunei Darussalam (hereafter

Brunei) was a British protectorate from 1888 to 1984, although it has been described

as a postcolonial country (Chin, 2007; Barry, 2009). This small Islamic sultanate

(with an estimated 400,000 people) has an ethnically and linguistically diverse pop-
ulation comprised of Malays, Chinese, and various indigenous groups such as the Muruts
and Ibans (Martin and Poedjosoedarmo, 1996, p. 1). The national and official language is
Malay with English as a significant second language in the country (Martin et al., 1996).
With the discovery of oil in 1929, English has played an increasingly important role in the
country’s development and modernization (Chin, 2007). Like other ESL (English as a second
language) countries, Brunei realizes the current relevance of English as a global “economic
capital” (Barry, 2009, p. 62), a language of science and technology (Barry, 2009; Barry,
2011) and as “a means of access to the outside world” (Ozog, 1996, p. 159). Thus, English
is used and understood widely in Brunei. The government’s recognition of English and its
advantages has led to the implementation of the Dwibahasa bilingual education policy in
1985, whereby up until recently English was the language of instruction at the upper secondary
school levels in both government and private schools (Jones 1996). The current national
education policy, known as Sijil Pendidikan Negara 21 (SPN21), gives impetus to the English
language within the school curriculum. By English language as a subject, we mean the teach-
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ing and learning of English in terms of reading comprehension, vocabulary, grammar and
essay writing. Furthermore, English language continues to be a compulsory subject in all
the examinations, including the Brunei-Cambridge GCE Ordinary Level (GCE ‘O’ Level)
examination for upper secondary school students.

English literature—the language appreciation and aesthetic aspects of English—on the
other hand, has not enjoyed a similar commanding presence in the school curriculum, even
though it was first introduced in Brunei by “expatriate teachers back in the 50s and 60s, way
before any documentation took place” (email communication with the Ministry of Education).
There was the suggestion that initially English literature was seen as a conventional imperi-
alist approach “designed to cultivate not just language skills but also a taste for British—and
more generally western—culture and values” (Graddol, 2006, p. 84), something that postco-
lonial countries seek to avoid. Indeed, English literature has been a contentious issue among
some postcolonial theorists and critics who maintain that it is “through the literary canon,
the body of British texts which all too frequently still acts as a touchstone of taste and value
[. . .] that the weight of antiquity continues to dominate cultural production in much of the
post-colonial world” (Ashcroft et al., 1989, p. 7). Certainly, English in former British colo-
nies like India (Ramanathan 2005), Singapore (Lim 1993), and Malaysia (Chin 2005/2006)
is perceived “as a threat to core Asian cultural values and identity” (Chin, 2005/2006, p. 13).
Whether this threat still exists today is unclear given that there is an increasing number of
literature works written by non-native English writers reflecting local cultures and values.

In Brunei, the picture is less clear considering the fact that it was never a British colony
but a protectorate. According to Jones (1996), Bruneians generally do not have ambivalent
or hostile attitudes towards the English language. And yet, English literature is given a low
profile within its educational system. This is evident in the government school curriculum,
where it is usually offered for the first time in Form 4 at the upper secondary level. It is
taught as a separate school subject in a two-year programme or a three-year programme, the
latter mainly for students in their interim school year or Form 3. It is also considered an op-
tional subject in the GCE ‘O’ Level examination for upper secondary school students. A
possible reason for this lackadaisical attitude towards English literature could be that it may
not carry the economic and political advantages compared to learning English for academic
and specific purposes. One should also consider the conservative nature of Bruneian society
(Minnis 1999) and how it relates to the perceived transmission of Western ideas and values
through English literature. Barry (2009) observes that the English teachers’ attempts to
“defend the study of English as a literary endeavour” (p. 62) and as “cultural capital” (p. 62)
have been met with “non-plussed” (p. 62) reactions from the Bruneians who have hitherto
viewed English in terms of its functional and pragmatic value. This extrinsic rather than in-
trinsic motive for learning English has somehow relegated English literature to secondary
status. It would be interesting to see if this extrinsic motivation will lead to or spill into a
greater intrinsic yearning among young Bruneian learners of English literature to appreciate
and embrace the aesthetic aspects of the language.

Purpose of the Study

Due to its secondary status within the school curriculum, English literature has not generated
the level of research interest found in the plethora of studies on English reading comprehen-
sion and grammar (Nicol, 2008; Barry, 2009). Yet it has to be appreciated that English liter-
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Appendix 3: An Excerpt of the Transcript on “The Teaching of English
Literature in Secondary Schools in Brunei Darussalam”
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132

And T think that's mereasingly important when your students have access to the Intemet.
They can find so much a lot of people have wnitten, so to have to actually think about
something that vou can’t find, something someone else hasn™t written

True, yeah
{mm}

It’s not the same as () if 1t’s uh a teacher 1s teaching Shakespeare, you can find tons and
tons of information that you can use for notes. Whereas, like, for for myself. I'm now
teaching Anita Desai, and that’s why you can’t find () anything on the Internet. And so
what I've done 1s just, students have spent 2 weeks just learning about Indian culture and
then. vou know just immersing themselves

{mm}
m all things Anita Desai, Indian,
{mm}

and the things that are
connected, the language,

the language
er, the beauty of 1t.
{mm} (inaudible)

11 think you know the joy of teaching 1s sort of sharing wonderful things and particularly
1n Brune1 where 1t tends to be the very good students do Literature

{mm}

you have these students that love to learn. Obviously the fact that 1t's
regarded as literature means it’s () probably a worthwhile thing, and so. you just have
this constant shaning of wonderful things

{mm}

and um I think as
Ray said 1t"s also you know response to literature has become much more () emphasized,
1f you know rather than learning what a critic said about 1t

{mm}
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The Learner Community

This knowledge community is brought together by a common concern for learning and
an interest to explore new educational possibilities. The community interacts through an
innovative, annual face-to-face conference, as well as year-round virtual relationships in
a weblog, peer reviewed journal and book series—exploring the affordances of the new
digital media. Members of this knowledge community include academics, teachers,
administrators, policy makers and other education practitioners.

Conference

Members of the Learner Community meet at The International Conference on Learning,
held annually in different locations around the world, each selected for the particular role
education is playing in social, cultural and economic change. In recent years, the
Conference has been held with Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia in 1999;
RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia in 2000; the University of Athens, Spetses,
Greece in 2001; Beijing Normal University, Beijing, China in 2002; Institute of Education,
London University, London, UK in 2003; Institute of Pedagogical Sciences, Havana,
Cuba in 2004; University of Granada, Granada, Spain in 2005; Sam Sharpe Teachers
College, Montego Bay, Jamaica in 2006; University of the Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg, South Africa in 2007; the University of lllinois, Chicago, USA in 2008; the
University of Barcelona, Spain in 2009; Hong Kong Institute of Education, Hong Kong in
2010; and the University of Mauritius, Mauritius in 2011. In 2012 the Conference will be
held at The Institute of Education, University of London, London, UK.

Our community members and first time attendees come from all corners of the globe.
Intellectually, our interests span the breath of the field of education. The Conference is a
site of critical reflection, both by leaders in the field and emerging scholars and teachers.
Those unable to attend the Conference may opt for virtual participation in which
community members can either or both submit a video or slide presentation with voice-
over, or simply submit a paper for peer review and possible publication in the Journal.

Online presentations can be viewed on YouTube.

Publishing
The Learner Community enables members to publish through three mediums.

First, by participating in the Learning Conference, community members can enter a
world of journal publication unlike the traditional academic publishing forums—a result of
the responsive, non-hierarchical and constructive nature of the peer review process.
The International Journal of Learning provides a framework for double-blind peer review,
enabling authors to publish into an academic journal of the highest standard.

The second publication medium is through the book series The Learner, publishing
cutting edge books on education in print and electronic formats. Publication proposals
and manuscript submissions are welcome.

The third major publishing medium is our news blog, constantly publishing short news
updates from the Learner Community, as well as major developments in the field of
education. You can also join this conversation at Facebook and Twitter or subscribe to
our email Newsletter.
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