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MORE THAN
WHAT I HAD
HOPED FOR
By Tan Seoh Koon

T

hose familiar with the hiring scene for English
teachers in Japan will know that educational
institutions in Japan rarely employ non-native
English teachers. Generally, only two categories
exist: “Native Sensei” and “Japanese Sensei.”
As the first non-native English teacher to be
hired in the history of the educational institution
where I work in Japan, I fit neither category
but am placed awkwardly in the former. The
miscategorization had an indelible effect on
my self-esteem, for I knew very well that I was
not a native-speaker and that, irrespective of
formal qualifications, the Japanese tended to
place non-native and even native speakers
of English from the outer circle of English
(Malaysia, India, the Philippines, etc.) a notch
below native speakers from the inner circle
(US, the UK, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand). Fortuitously, my self-doubt was quickly
remedied by the knowledge I have gained thus
far from pursuing the Master of English Studies
(MEST) at Open University Malaysia (OUM).
Through MEST, I came to be exposed to
more informed perspectives on the English

language. I have learned that, globally, nonnative English speakers far outnumber native
speakers, that English is no longer, if it ever
was, the sole property of Britain or America,
and that indigenized varieties of English such
as Malaysian English are as legitimate as the
standard variety erroneously perceived by many
as superior to all others. These perspectives,
which are fast replacing the outmoded belief
in a singular standard favouring the West,
have given me strength and faith in my own
cultural and social identity as an English
speaker and teacher. I am a “Native Sensei” of
Standard Malaysian English and I am more than
competent in my job.
In more ways than one, I have gained from
pursuing English at the postgraduate level.
Aside from affirming my identity, MEST has
also opened up for me a whole new world of
literature serving as the pinnacle of language.
Prior to this, like many others, my choice of
creative writing had been limited to bestcontinued on next page...
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selling works by white British and American
authors such as J.K. Rowling, Stephen King,
Dan Brown and Michael Crichton. Now, I have
gained through courses like “World Literature”
an appreciation of fine writers from all around
the world, such as Dina Zaman, Amanda Lee
Koe, Clarice Lispector, Nawal El Saadawi, and
Natsume Soseki. Their works have taken me
across space and time, affording me insights
into worlds and lives I would never have
otherwise been able to access in person.
Through the programme, I have also learned,
beyond reading for pleasure, ways of analyzing
literary texts from various viewpoints in order
to gain a more holistic experience. Responding
critically to literature is, to me, like treasurehunting: the deeper I dig, the more rewarding
it gets. Marxist, psychoanalytic, feminist, ecocritical, new criticism, historical-biographical,
moral-philosophical, and more – these once
unfamiliar and bewildering theories have since
become powerful tools to help me make sense
of the world. Layering on to that is my exposure
to such thought-provoking courses such as
“Language, Power, and Society,” which sheds
light on the power of language in shaping
thought and action, and “Cultural Studies,”
which examines the cultural confluence of
beliefs, ideas, feelings, values, and symbols that
organize the sense of self and the social.

I am glad that, at postgraduate
level, what I am learning is not
cold impersonal fact and figures
to be memorized. Much more
meaningfully, I am learning how
to make sense of the world as
I experience it as a thinking,
feeling individual.
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I experience it as a thinking, feeling individual.
Trained by the tasks and activities offered in
the courses that I have taken, I have become
more inquisitive, readier to ask questions, and
to accept the possible coexistence of multiple,
often conflicting, viewpoints. Where I once
would have accepted certain cultural practices
as a given, I would now question why, for
instance, the Japanese seem to be apologizing
all the time, even on occasions when we would
expect them to say thank you. My search
for answers has led me to the discovery of
sociopragmatics, a field of study on social and
cultural considerations for comprehending
speech acts including politeness, gendered
language use, power relations and distance.
This, in turn, has developed into a potential topic
for me to research on as a scholar-in-training.
Currently, I am considering investigating the
purposes of the different forms of the apology in
the Japanese business setting. In all, my training
thus far has given me the confidence to build my
own research agenda as part of my own career
development.
In the past year since I joined MEST, I have
met and befriended many of my peers, all of
whom come from wide-ranging backgrounds, all
converging to pursue postgraduate studies for
their own unique reasons. My own initial reason
was practical: it was to obtain a master’s degree
for higher pay and job security. Now, I consider
as equally, if not more, important, the pleasures
of self-discovery and self-actualization.
Tan Seoh Koon is a TESL graduate from Universiti
Pendidikan Sultan Idris. She was an Assistant Lecturer
of University Tunku Abdul Rahman before joining Josai
University, Japan, as an Assistant Professor. Tan is
currently pursuing the Master of English Studies at
OUM.

I am glad that, at postgraduate level, what I am
learning is not cold impersonal fact and figures
to be memorized. Much more meaningfully, I
am learning how to make sense of the world as
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FROM
ENGLISH TO
ACCOUNTANCY
AND BACK
By Suresh Dharamdas

I

t has been almost 45 years since I began the
journey which led me to obtain the qualification
of a professional accountant recognised under
the Accountants Act 1967. Initially, I joined
Hanafiah, Raslan and Mohammed, a wellestablished audit firm in Kuala Lumpur, as an
audit trainee after completing my sixth form.
The firm occupied seven floors in the Bangkok
Bank Building on Lebuh Medan Pasar and had
over a thousand employees. I had to leave my
hometown, Penang, for the first time to live
in Kuala Lumpur and right from the first day
I was plunged into large assignments led by
an experienced senior. It was an exciting yet
bewildering time involving seemingly endless
vouchers, ledgers, journals, debits and credits.
I persevered and was soon traveling about to
audit banks and large corporations with seasoned
colleagues while evenings were spent studying
for accountancy examinations. Now, at almost 68,
I have accumulated over 45 years of accounting
exposure ranging from corporate finance with the
Bertelsmann Music Group (BMG) and financial
forensics with Crimson Corporate Management
in association with SQM International. My
accounting practice has taken me across diverse
fields, including advertising, hospitality, and
manufacturing. It has also afforded me a seat on
the board of Fairview International School, as well
as a listed company. The decades I have spent in
accounting have shaped who I am today, for which
I am grateful. My first love, though, has largely
remained a secret to those who know me in and
out of the accounting circle. It is, and has always
been, English language and literature.

I have had a romantic fascination with English
language and literature since my sixth form days.
I did English language for my A levels and had
two teachers who were simply amazing in the way
they taught us and in the process revealed their
mastery of the subject. They would introduce a
topic and several scholarly quotes around it and
get us to question, explain and defend the subject.
It was no doubt an indispensable exercise of the
sharpening of the critical sense. I was enamoured.
Still, by a twist of fate, I went into accounting and
remained productive in the field for most of my
adult life. It was not until recently, after lifelong
yearning, that I finally returned to my abiding
love. In 2016, I decided to pursue the Bachelor
of English Studies (BEST) on a part-time basis
at Open University Malaysia (OUM). I completed
BEST in 2020 and in the same year joined the
Master of English Studies (MEST) programme.
Although I have yet to complete MEST, I have,
through both programmes, discovered so many
amazing authors that I had missed out on over
the decades. To my delight, I was introduced to a
global pool of authors that I never knew existed,
including the Brazilian author, Clarice Lispector,
the Egyptian feminist, Nawal El Saadawi, and the
Japanese author, Haruki Murakami. My exposure
to the works of these diverse authors marked
a major turning point in my life and altered my
worldview.
But that was not all. I was also exposed to
radical ideas rarely encountered in everyday
continued on next page...
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life. I got to engage, for instance, with notions of
power, knowledge, and discourse as theorised
by critical thinkers like Michel Foucault and
Jacques Derrida. And I had the opportunity to
analyse texts from critical perspectives put forth
by the likes of Roland Barthes. I was used to
reading for pleasure. But after being exposed to
these new ideas and ways of thinking, I started
pondering on the various potential uses of my
newfound knowledge and skills. Then it struck
me. I had an outlet. For years now, I have been
invited to speak to my peers on certain aspects
of my work, especially on financial forensics and
corporate governance. The subjects can be rather
sleep-inducing if they were not presented in a
light, practical, and professional way. Informed
by what I have learned and been exposed to, I
started to approach my delivery of accounting
materials differently. I used more concise language
and added social nuances in a way that would
awaken the interest of my audiences, remaining
mindful always of cultural sensitivities. When
explaining data migration, for instance, I would
use the analogy of moving all our relatives into
a new dwelling to live together, adding that the
trick was to get them to live and work in harmony
as a single unit. And I learned how to render
complex concepts and methodologies in my field
metaphorically in such a way that they are more
easily grasped by my audiences. For example,
if I had to explain forensic accounting to them, I
might start off by saying that it was all about trail
reconstruction, just as after a long journey we try
to recall the routes we took, the stops and detours
taken to reach our destination.

Informed by what I have learned
and been exposed to, I started
to approach my delivery of
accounting materials differently.
Being able to summarise and paraphrase more
effectively and efficiently has also enabled me
to access technical professional accounting
materials, distilling them with minimal jargon, and
ensuring they are parsed with lucidity. This is
particularly useful when trying to decipher some
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of the voluminously wordy accounting and audit
standards churned out by regulatory bodies like
the Inland Revenue Department, the Securities
Commission, and the Kuala Lumpur Stock
Exchange. If accountants and auditors already
struggle to understand these materials, then nonfinancial persons such as directors who manage
corporations will surely suffer more in attempting
to comply with the guidelines or risk censure
and fines. The ability to quickly scan through
guidelines and to present their essence in the
layperson’s language, in short, can be a real timeand life-saver.
Since I have become more adept at simplifying
income tax and accounting technical issuances
such as the International Financial Reporting
Standards and the concepts embedded therein,
I have also been able to share what I have
learned with my colleagues. Playing the role
of a background mentor, I do not engage or
need to instruct directly but tend to lend a hand
informally and tangentially. For example, recently a
colleague had made some odd audit adjustments
that escaped detection by her supervisors until
I stumbled upon them. The case involved the
debiting of an item as an expense that had been
erroneously converted into a receivable. I casually
mentioned to her that these adjustments had a
fundamental flaw and why that was the case.
Having pointed out the matter, I left it to her to
sort it out as I trusted she would, which she did
eventually.
In summary, I can say that the long-protracted
circling back to my first love has been immensely
helpful in my work in accounting, not to mention
deeply fulfilling on a personal level. Doing
English has been an intellectually refreshing
and stimulating journey, one that has yet to end,
as I still have two more semesters to go and a
research paper to deliver. What happens after
MEST only time will tell. There remains so much
more of English that I wish to learn, and I cannot
wait to soak up all that I can even after graduating.
Suresh Dharamdas is the General Manager of CHS
Corporate Management Sdn Bhd, where he serves
also as the Company Secretary and Senior Corporate
Consultant. He is currently pursuing the Master of English
Studies at OUM.
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W

hen I considered studying again, five
years after retiring from the human resources
field as a recruitment consultant, the blended
mode of learning at Open University Malaysia
(OUM) offered the most suitable recourse. The
combination of online learning and weekend
classes allowed me to manage my family
commitments and other responsibilities. I
enrolled in the Master of English Studies (MEST)
programme in May 2018. It was an instinctive
decision to pursue my first love, language and
literature, the study of which I had left decades
ago.

MYRIAD
BENEFITS
OF DOING
ENGLISH
By Zaiton Kassim

Though I was steered to other career paths in
my early days, books and writers remained a
fascination for me. Being a university librarian
and subsequently the librarian of a publishing
house for the first 18 years of my career had
kept me connected to the research and writing
environment. Later, as a recruiter for the next
18 years, I was constantly writing reports for my
clients. The work was fulfilling professionally but
it did not quite constitute my passion. Returning
to studies at OUM was thus a revival of sorts,
although, to my delight, the journey which I
completed in 2020 had yielded much more than
I had expected. It widened my horizons and
showed me new ways of looking at the world
and appreciating the impact of English language
and literature on my life and the lives of others
around me.
The change in my outlook may be attributed
to the way English Studies is designed and
taught at OUM. Being a part of the wider field
of humanities, the English Studies programme
is inherently interdisciplinary, incorporating
language, literature, creative writing, and
culture, among others. While enabling me to
integrate knowledge from different streams, the
programme also refreshed and sharpened my
critical thinking and analytical skills. Some of the
reading materials were especially challenging
but they are a treasure of treatises by some of
the great minds in history: Frantz Fanon, Louis
Althusser, Antonio Gramsci and Edward Said,
continued on next page...
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to name a few. We were also exposed to a
wealth of imaginative literature from different
continents, encompassing all the genres of
creative writing. Close reading of these works
entails interpretation which requires readers to
draw on their own life experiences, and to reflect
and identify with the characters, emotions, and
themes at the deepest level.
For me, the introspection, research, insights,
analysis, and the crucial emotional connection
required in reading literature are analogous
to an exercise in creative bibliotherapy. The
concept of therapy through reading is captured
in the two Greek words: “biblio” which means
“book”, and “therapeia” which means “healing.”
Creative bibliotherapy is a technique that
utilizes imaginative literature to improve mental
health and well-being, or to guide people on
a journey of self-discovery. It can be used
as an intervention for dealing with emotional
issues, in which trained mediators such as
counsellors work with librarians in selecting
appropriate materials for people looking for
emotional support. The basic premise is
enabling readers to identify with characters
in fictional works, immerse themselves in the
problematic situations and human issues, and
work on finding solutions and making decisions
vicariously. Self-awareness and empathetic
understanding are the expected output of the
process.
Creative bibliotherapy has been practised
for many years in western settings, although
it is still relatively new in Malaysia. The good
thing about it is that one does not have to be
a psychologist or counsellor to benefit from
it. Teachers, students, librarians, and parents
with children can benefit from the techniques of
bibliotherapy through myriad literary works and
interdisciplinary contemplation and learning.
Teachers can employ bibliotherapy in the
classroom to help their students come into
their own. Through reading, discussions, and
writing projects, students may be encouraged
to explore personality development, cope with
difficult situations such as the challenges of
peer pressure, and work through issues like grief
and loss. To promote bibliotherapy, librarians in
schools, public libraries and university libraries
can set up self-help sections with selected
materials, and organize discussion groups
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or talks on appropriate topics of interest and
provide relevant bibliographies for further
reading.

For me, the introspection,
research, insights, analysis, and
the crucial emotional connection
required in reading literature
are analogous to an exercise in
creative bibliotherapy.
The importance of personal development
in personal and professional life cannot be
overstated. There is a symbiotic relationship
between self-awareness, personal development,
and emotional intelligence or quotient (EQ).
According to Daniel Goleman, the American
psychologist who pioneered the EQ concept,
emotional intelligence is generally described as
the ability to perceive and manage one’s own
emotions in positive ways in order to relieve
stress, communicate effectively, empathize
with others, overcome challenges, and defuse
conflicts. There are five key elements to it: selfawareness, self-discipline, motivation, empathy,
and social skills.
Studies on success factors in job performance
and life in general have found emotional
intelligence to be as important as, and
sometimes even more important than,
intelligence quotient (IQ). It is the foundation for
the qualities that employers consistently seek
in hiring staff for their companies. Employers
and managers often refer to emotional
intelligence in such terms as “soft skills,”
“people skills,” and “human relations skills,”
all of which are translated for assessment on
the personality profiling test as “adaptability,”
“flexibility,” “interpersonal communication,”
and other related terms. These are indicators
for leadership styles, problem-solving skills,
negotiation skills, and the ability to handle
stress, among other factors that employers
continued
continuedononnext
nextpage...
page...
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appraise in their prospective employees,
particularly for senior management positions,
supervisory positions, and those involving
liaison with external clients and the public. As
a former human resource (HR) and recruitment
consultant, I can definitely vouch that emotional
intelligence is a critical success factor at the
workplace.

new avenues of knowledge for continuous
self-learning and for sharing with others. It has
renewed my interest in philosophy, psychology,
and a range of related disciplines. Above all, it
has motivated and allowed me to connect on
a deeper level with my emotions and feelings,
which has enriched and uplifted the quality of
my life.

Besides the opportunity for strengthening
analytical skills, enlarging self-awareness, and
refining emotional development, doing English
is also beneficial in an obvious practical way:
improving one’s language proficiency. English
language competency is of high importance
in the job market and for career development.
In Malaysia, the commercial and industrial
sectors invariably give priority to candidates
with English competency even for technical
positions. Doing an English degree directly
provides learners with opportunities to immerse
in the language and to improve their proficiency.

Zaiton Kassim was a librarian at Universiti Teknologi
Malaysia and the New Straits Times Press. During the
second half of her career, she served as an Executive
Search Consultant at PA Consulting and Garner
International. She successfully completed the Master of
English Studies at OUM in 2020.

In my previous work as a HR consultant whose
primary role was to help companies place the
right people in the right positions, I encountered
many young people with a lack of job
satisfaction due to their narrow specialisation
or a mismatch between what they were most
passionate about or talented in and what they
had studied. Following an interdisciplinary
English programme would be an excellent
avenue for young people to close the gap
and at the same time acquire critical thinking,
analytical skills, self-introspective skills, and
emotional intelligence. It will benefit them from
the perspectives of career development and
self-actualization.
English Studies goes a long way in providing
inroads to self-discovery and meaningful
career preparation. Although I only embarked
on it after officially retiring from my formal
professional work, it has been enormously
valuable in highlighting to me how it can fill
the gaps in our pursuit of a well-rounded
humanities-based university education. To
me, at this stage in my life, it has provided a
meaningful life-long continuing education. It
has enabled me to get acquainted with many
great writers across genres. It has opened
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BETTER
LATE THAN
NEVER
By Kalaiarasan Thannimalai

A

s one gets older, one tends to seek spiritual
growth that may not have received adequate
attention in one’s younger days, and I am no
exception. That being said, the spiritual growth and
fulfilment that one seeks need not necessarily come
from the conventional exercise of spiritual discipline
but may be found in any life-affirming activity that
one is passionate about. Many of my friends who
have retired from work just like me devote their
time to some form of art, horticulture, or spiritual
discipline. I, for one, with an abiding passion for
good literature, prefer to spend my time reading.
Having read and enjoyed the finest works by some
of the best-known writers and poets, I have long
been fascinated by the writing craft. I have always
wished to be a writer as such but I had no clear idea
how I was going to embark on the writing journey
and never got around to it. I needed some sort of
direction. Hence, at the age of sixty-two, I signed up
for the Master of English Studies (MEST) programme
offered by Open University Malaysia (OUM).
As luck would have it, the move provided me with
the firm sense of direction I had been looking for
that I began to see the prospect of an exciting
journey ahead of me. The wealth of knowledge that
I have gained from this interdisciplinary programme
has opened the door to a whole new world for me
and I have begun to develop a particular interest
in creative nonfiction, cultural studies, postcolonial
writings, world literature, and Malaysian literature,

all of which draw from a broad range of disciplines
such as sociology, sociolinguistics, psychology,
communication, media studies, semiology, gender
studies, and so on. I might say that it was purely
serendipitous that I came upon this opportunity to
acquire knowledge in these areas. Other than being
close to my heart, the diverse subject matters have
been immensely helpful in paving the way for the
writing journey on which I am embarking.
As a result of my postgraduate exposure, I began to
see the world in new ways and to question ideas and
concepts that are popularly assumed to be settled
or established as received wisdom. Philosophical
perspectives such as poststructuralism,
postmodernism, and Marxism allow me to critically
reassess the world and everything in it. Also, I
now have a better grasp of how language, the
writer’s medium, operates in various discursive
practices in our daily life. In connection with that,
for example, I find Michel Foucault’s ideas on the
relationship between language, knowledge, and
power particularly stimulating and enlightening. He
uses Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon as a metaphor
to illustrate how, in a power relation, power is
exercised on the object of knowledge and gained
through observation, while knowledge, in turn, is
produced by power, all in a mutually constitutive

continued on next page...
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fashion. Thus, in this way, discourse is constructed
around the object of knowledge which power
renders thinkable. Although seemingly complex and
daunting at first, Foucault’s ideas proved crucial to
my attempt to gain a more critical understanding of
the contemporary world.

I began to see the world in
new ways and to question
ideas and concepts that are
popularly assumed to be settled
or established as received
wisdom.
Knowledge of these philosophical perspectives
is invaluable to my inquiries into the operations of
race, gender, class, and other social categories of
concern. One can recognise the artificiality of these
categories by considering them from said theoretical
perspectives. These categories are undoubtedly the
source of vexing problems that prevail in our society
today. Discrimination by race, colour, sex, gender,
class, caste and other social categories seem to
be getting more, instead of less, pronounced in
this day and age, thus requiring serious attention
from concerned parties including scholars, writers,
students, and governments.
Take race, for example, which pervades virtually
every aspect of Malaysian life. In the ordinary
course of things, whenever we talk about a person
or people, invariably there will be somebody who
will innocuously ask what the race of the person or
people in question is, even when it is irrelevant to
the matter at hand. The idea that race is a social
construct and not an immutable biological category
that has long become banal in academia has hardly
trickled down to inform everyday life. As a result of
the normalisation of the racialisation of everything,
young minds are being indoctrinated with similar
thinking in all domains, including schools and the
media. Some organised religions, too, have at times
been hijacked to valorise race and to conflate it with
religion. In the face of this, some adherents would
unquestioningly subscribe to the ideology while
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others who dare not break ranks submit to it for fear
of consequences.
A similar scenario is encountered on the gender
front. Admittedly, I had previously never considered
exploring beyond the simple male-female binary
underpinning what seemed like the settled social
order. The flawed belief I used to have was that
sex and gender were the same thing and that
gender was biologically determined. Anything that
diverged from this was, I thought, an aberration. It
was not until I was exposed to gender theories in
my postgraduate studies that I began to develop a
more nuanced understanding of gender and sex as
discursive constructions that are more fluid than I
had previously understood. Having delved into the
critical readings, my view is now more informed
and I believe the same exposure can be both
enlightening and liberating for anyone interested
in learning more about the subject. A better
appreciation of these fundamentals should reframe
our understanding of gender nonconformity so that
we see them not as aberrations to be disciplined but
as expressions of a right to be.
As I am now more informed to better understand
matters relating to the aforementioned social
categories produced out of the discourse of power,
I take a very serious view of the discriminatory
and unfair practices premised on them. I can now
understand and have begun to see how social
injustice arises from unequal power relations, and
that resistance to the hegemony of the dominant
class pressing down on the subordinate class is
imperative to address the said power asymmetry.
Now that I have just completed MEST, I hope to use
the knowledge and skills I have acquired from the
programme to write and raise consciousness about
the power inequalities in our country with the hope
of contributing to a more equitable future. Perhaps
this will mark the beginning of my new chapter
of spiritual growth that unfolds through writing,
self-reflection, and engagement with the world, all
propelled by Mahatma Gandhi’s belief that one must
be the change one wishes to see in the world.
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my_philosophy profiles OUM academics, facilitators,
tutors, and subject-matter experts, as well as the personal
educational philosophy that drives each of them.
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Name

Assoc Prof Dr Safiah Md Yusof
Position

Associate Professor, Office of the Vice
President (Academic) & Faculty of Applied
Sciences
Discipline

Mathematics
Areas of Expertise

Mathematics; Online Learning; e-Learning
Educational Philosophy

I strive to provide the best learning
experience for the learners under my care,
and I know I have done my job when I see
their proverbial bulbs light up when true
learning occurs.
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Name

Azmi Che Leh
Position

Lecturer, Faculty of Applied Sciences; Director
of the Bachelor of Science in Project and Facility
Management Programme
Discipline

Building and Construction
Areas of Expertise

Construction Management; Facilities
Management
Educational Philosophy

Education is that which enhances the quality
and competitiveness of each and every learner.
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