Learning and More

W hat would it be like living and learning in a world
city of culture and commerce like London? The picture I got
from a two-week intensive language course
in London is that language learning goes
beyond grammar and vocabulary. It is also
about understanding cultural differences.

Contrary to my expectation, English
usage and grammar was not the main focus of
the course. In spite of this, through intensive
practice and group discussions under the useful
guidance of our tutors, we made great progress
in our language and communication skills
during our study. I noticed that we often
overlooked the fundamentals of English usage
like tenses, prepositions and phrasal verbs
when we tried to improve in such areas as
vocabulary, grammar and idiomatic expressions. Moreover, we
were from time to time tempted to translate from our mother
tongue into English direct, particularly in conversation. As my
classmates were practising professionals from all round the globe,
including Iceland, Kuwait, Italy, France and Senegal, we had
great fun in sharing and exchanging ideas. To overcome the
difficulties in learning because of differences in our background
(I'was the only student working in a non-business sector), [ asked
questions for clarification or correction wherever possible so as
to bridge the gaps in our backgrounds, in particular our cultures.

Rosetta Stone
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Apart from regular classroom practice, the school
organised a broad spectrum of familiarisation activities to give
us a wider exposure to the cosmopolitan and
dynamic life in London. There was so much to
see and explore in the city, and I spent much time
visiting museums and galleries over the
weekends. In the British Museum, I was taken
up with the Rosetta Stone — an irregularly shaped
block of black basalt bearing an Egyptian decree.
It was first discovered near the Egyptian city of
Rosetta by Napoleon’s troop in 1799. Its
importance stems not from the decree itself, but
from the fact that it was inscribed in three different
forms of writing: Egyptian hieroglyphics,
demotic (or everyday) Egyptian and Greek.
Efforts at translating hieroglyphics were once
patchy. The Stone allows scholars to decipher
the hieroglyphs, and more importantly, to discover that they
had a phonetic value. To me it was indeed eye-opening.

I have no illusion that there is a panacea for dramatic
improvement in my language proficiency within two weeks.
But I am convinced that my firsthand experience of English
life has benefitted me in a multi-dimensional manner,
including understanding more ways for further study and
gaining insights into different cultures.
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