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Lanka at the English Day

The Management, staff and students of S. Thomas’ College, Past pupils and parents, | would
like to first thank you for inviting me to be here on this very special occasion of your English
Day event. | am honoured to be here.

In watching the performance of your students today | see that there is much emphasis placed
on creativity, on performing and speech. | would like to congratulate you on this. Making
learning a language fun is extremely important. Celebrating the use of a world language and
the link language of Sri Lanka’s constitution is more than appropriate. | have also
experienced the commendable trilingual ethos of your school and would like to congratulate
you on that.

In today’s world it is becoming increasingly normal to be a bilingual. Let me tell you a little
story. There was once a cat and her Kittens in a house. They were extremely afraid of the dog
of the house who was mean to them. One day the dog was very near to their part of the house
where they hid, and their lives were in danger. All at once, the mother cat started barking
loudly. The dog got afraid and fled. The Kittens asked her how she barked instead of
meowing. Then she said, that is the importance of learning a second language . Bilingual does
not mean only knowing two languages. It gives the idea of knowing more than one variety of
a language even. For example we have Sri Lankan English. This does not mean wrong
English with wrong grammar but our very own local flavor of the English language. When
we talk to fellow Sri Lankans we do not speak British or American English but Sri Lankan
English. We punctuate our speech with ‘Aiyo’s and Aney’s and “What are you saying ah’s
and say things like sambol and mallung and achcharu. We talk about funeral houses and ‘at
homes’ and ‘next door neighbours and poruwa ceremonies. These are all features of Sri
Lankan English. However when we are required to interact with speakers of British or
American English or other international speakers we will have to modify our speech and
speak more like them in order that communication takes place without a problem. This is
what we call linguistic repertoires.

Linguistic repertoire is defined as the totality of linguistic varieties used in different social
contexts by a particular community of speakers. It refers to the set of distinguishable code
varieties from which the speakers of certain speech community can choose to be used, in
certain social context of speaking. Therefore it is very important for us to remember that our
target is not only to learn English, but types of Englishes, and not only to learn types of
Englishes, which of course is vital, but also to be fluent in our mother tongue as well as the
second national language, be that Sinhalese or Tamil. What we mean by a linguistic
repertoire is this range of languages which we can mix and switch from one to another in the
course of one speech event or conversation. The ability to mix language is a characteristic of
a fluent bilingual. Therefore | would imagine that it is equally important to celebrate Sinhala
Language day and also Tamil Language day. Trilingualism is going to be one of the greatest
assets young people can possess in this day and these times.

Another point that | was reminded of while watching your English Day performances is the
importance of creativity. In today’s mad rush for passing exams and being competitive in the
job market, you see very young school children being made to go for several tuition classes
and work so hard on studies that there is not time for play. While we all know that studies are
extremely important, research has shown that free play is also essential for the development



of a child’s creativity and personality. Play helps the development of physical dexterity,
teaches kids how to negotiate group dynamics, and ultimately, helps them cultivate creative-
thinking skills. The United Nations has gone so far as to declare free play a basic human
right. The famous children’s writer, Dr. Seuss said, “I like nonsense, it wakes up the brain
cells. Fantasy is a necessary ingredient in living”. And this is so true! Therefore it is
important that events like English Days are celebrated because it gives space for children to
utilize their creativity. |1 wish for a society where children are not constrained and limited by
what they will encounter in the job market alone, their parents’ unfulfilled dreams and be
forced to conform, but are able to be free to express creativity in the language of their souls.
Since | am a poet, | would like to end with one of my favourite poems about children and
imagination by the British poet Brian Patten.

When | was a child | sat an exam
This test was so simple
There was no way | could fail.

QL. Describe the taste of the moon

It tastes like creation | wrote,
it has the flavor of starlight

Q2. What colour is love?

Love is the colour of the water a man
lost in the desert finds, | wrote.

Q3. Why do snowflakes melt?

| wrote, they melt because they fall
on to the warm tongue of God.

There were other questions.
They were as simple.

| described the grief of Adam
when he was expelled from Eden.
| wrote down the exact weight of
an elephant’s dream

Yet today, many years later,

For my living | sweep the streets
or clean out the toilets of the fat
hotels.

Why? Because constantly I failed
my exams
Why? Well, let me set a test.

Q1. How large is a child’s imagination?

Q2. How shallow is the soul of the Minister for exams?



