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The Teaching of English Literature in the Bruneian ESL
Secondary Classroom: A Preliminary Investigation
Grace V. S. Chin, University of Brunei Darussalam, Brunei Darussalam
Debbie Ho, University of Brunei Darussalam, Brunei Darussalam
Sharifah Nurulhuda Alkaff, University of Brunei Darussalam, Brunei
Darussalam

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

LOCATED 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” (Ożóg, 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-

The International Journal of Learning
Volume 18, Issue 9, 2012, http://www.Learning-Journal.com, ISSN 1447-9494
© Common Ground, Grace V. S. Chin, Debbie Ho, Sharifah Nurulhuda Alkaff, All Rights Reserved,
Permissions: cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com



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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University of Barcelona, Spain in 2009; Hong Kong Institute of Education, Hong Kong in 
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