Introduction

Being an English speaking country, Australia still has almost a quarter of its population whose mother tongue is a language other than English (LOTE) (QUT, 99). This mainly results from the ever-continuing immigration of people from countries all over the world  in the past decades. In the light of an interview with one of these Australians, the following essay is attempting to investigate the use of and the attitude towards English and the mother tongue of that particular person. Beforehand, some of the person’s background will be reported.

A) Background of the Interviewee


The interviewee is the host father of one of my classmates. He is called Slowko Levkovich, whose parents are Ukrainians but he was born in Australia. To account for such a happening, it is necessary to report some of his family history: Originally, both of his parents lived in Ukraine, a southern area of the former USSR; however, they were forced to work in a campsite in Germany during the Second World War. During that period, Slowko’s two elder sisters were born. After the war, his parents decided to go to Australia in 1950
. At present, Slowko’s family, those of his two sisters and his mother live in Australia. 


In the first three years’ time of Slowko’s life, just before he started kindergarten, he was only taught Ukrainian and it became his mother tongue. The underlying reason for his parents’ teaching only Ukrainian was that although his mother learnt English quickly after her arrival in Australia, his father did not manage to make such a  ‘language switch’. Thus, Ukrainian was the only language that could be used for communications within the family.   


Then, when he started kindergarten at three, he started to learn English. For communicative purposes that will be discussed below, he picked up the language rapidly, and he claimed that when he was five, just before his started primary study, he had already accomplished such a competency in English that he could talk freely with other native English speakers in Australia.


From then on, according to his claim, his frequency of using English greatly increased and thus there was a significant progress in the respective proficiency. On the other hand, owing to the very low frequency of use, Slowko’s standard of Ukrainian remained unchanged or even became deteriorated.  Now, English has nearly become his only language used, whenever during family interactions, at work and in other social contexts.

B) Language use 

In this part, Slowko’s use of the two languages in his childhood and at present will be revealed.

1. Childhood—Ukrainian 

In Slowko’s childhood, his use of the mother tongue was at a very limited level. According to him, there are two reasons for this. First, there were only a small number of Ukrainian immigrants and they were spreaded in different parts of Australia. (This can be accounted for by the policy on refugee migration which spread the people from the same ethnic group in different parts of the country
). In this sense, there were only few opportunities for him to use Ukrainian to communicate with people from the same ethnic group in the social context. Second, unlike her two elder sisters, Slowko did not go to Ukrainian supplementary classes when he was at kindergarten. Thus, all his schooling was ‘purely’ carried out in English and he did not learn and use Ukrainian in the school context. 

In fact, Slowko only used Ukrainian in the family context. This was because his father was, in Slowko’s words, ‘too old’ to adept to a new language—English. Hence, although all other family members, including his mother, knew English, communications between the family members had to be conducted in Ukrainian.

2. Childhood—English

In Slowko’s childhood, he used English extensively. This can be reflected by his rapid gaining command of the language. He started learning English when he entered kindergarten at three years old, and, according to his claims, he acquired it to a level of having the ability to effectively communicate with others when he was five, just before he entered primary school.  Within such a short period, one would expect that kindergarten education could not provide such a proficiency and, that he acquired, instead of learnt English, his second language. In such an acquisition process, he was required to interact actively with other speakers of the language, i.e. he had to not only receive (e.g. by listening) other people’s use of English, but also to use it extensively himself. 

Indeed, when asked why he acquired English so rapidly, he explained that it was because in such a situation where English competency is a necessity in almost every aspect of his daily life, he had no choice but to make use of every opportunity to learn the language, the best way of which was through practice. Slowko claimed he practised a lot during that period 

(especially in producing correct sentence structures of his utterances) and he even quoted the idiom ‘practice makes perfect’ to support this strategy. 

Actually, the educational policies of the day also provided an extrinsic initiative for his rapid acquiring the English language: In order to achieve best assimilation, the educational authorities advocated that the migrant children should maximize their ‘day-to-day’ communications and interactions with their Australian peers in the normal school setting, and school policy even banished the use of languages other than English in classroom and playground (Ozolins, 93, p.74, 75). Both of these motivated Slowko to make an effort in picking up the language in the shortest time period and they, together with all discussed above, suggested that Slowko used English far more than Ukrainian in his childhood.

3. Adulthood—Ukrainian

Interestingly, Slowko’s use of Ukrainian has been expanded to a certain extent in his present life:

Firstly, he has to use Ukrainian occasionally at work.  In his working place, there are several employees and sometimes visitors from Russia who do not know English. In cases where these people are to communicate with other staff members, Slowko is asked to be the translator and this serves as a bridge to facilitate the interactions between  people of the different languages.

Secondly, Slowko has opportunities to use Ukrainian when he travels around some European countries, and he claimed that he loves doing so very much. In fact, since Ukrainian is similar to other languages used in Russia and even in such European countries as Poland and Hungary, his command and use of the language, therefore, enable him to communicate with people in these areas and thus, according to him, make his trips ‘more interesting’. 

Thirdly, Slowko also uses Ukrainian in the home environment, although at a very limited degree. Owing to his mother’s preference, Slowko is used to talking with her and her friends in Ukrainian. However, in the presence of other people, e.g. Slowko’s wife who is a British lady, English is used instead.

After all, expanded though his use of Ukrainian is, Slowko still uses English far more frequently and naturally than his mother tongue, as revealed below.

4. Adulthood—English

Despite the above exceptions, English is mainly used in Slowko’s present life—at home, with his friends (he claimed that all his friends are English-speaking), and with all those who are involved in his daily routines. Particularly, he prefers using English in his own family (i.e. with his wife and daughters), and he even has not deliberately taught them Ukrainian. This, to a certain extent, shows Slowko’s relative attitudes towards the two languages and this will be further discussed as follows.

C) Interviewee’s attitudes towards English and his mother tongue

In this section, Slowko’s attitudes towards English and Ukrainian will be investigated in terms of the practical and cultural values of the two languages to him. 

To begin with, Slowko has a positive and supportive attitude towards English. The underlying reason is two-fold. First, he regards English as having a very high practical value. As mentioned earlier, starting from his childhood up to the present moment, he has had to use English extensively in his daily life. Moreover, seeing that English is the national language of Australia and is the lingua franca used in all such fields as finance, commerce and industry, Slowko claimed that he ‘understands and recognizes’ the need to achieve a proficiency in the language. He even admitted that this is a major reason for his teaching his daughters English, rather than Ukrainian, when they were very small. This was to make English their mother tongue, which in turn enabled them to develop the above proficiency as early as possible. In fact, such a proficiency also helps the children to survive in the Australian education system, which repeatedly asserted that ‘the learning of English’ must be the priority for any language education policy, and that the language must be ‘mastered adequately by all students’ (Ozolins, 93, p.226).

Besides, Slowko also valued English culturally. Although he was ethnically a Ukrainian, he was born in Australia and grew up in the Australia context. Thus, one would expect that he has been influenced by the Australian culture to an extent far larger than that of the Ukrainian culture, the only source of which was his parents. This can be proved by the data of the interview as he recalled one insightful incident which happened when he had just mastered the use of English to the communicative level: Once when he had cut his finger accidentally, he swore in English subconsciously. According to him, this kind of swear is absent in the Ukrainian culture. This indicated that he had already integrated the Australian culture into his life when he was very small. More importantly, since the language used in that particular swear was English, it can be concluded that what Slowko accepted was not only the Australian culture, but also the language brought forth by it—English. In fact, this indicated that his language preference (of English) previously discussed was deep-rooted as well. The above all sufficiently reveal Slowko’s highly positive attitude towards the English Language.  

Unlike English, Slowko’s attitude towards Ukrainian is neutral. First, it has a low practical value. As mentioned, he has had very limited use of the language throughout his past experiences
. Moreover, unlike Japan and the United States, Eastern European countries where languages similar to Ukrainian are used are not significant trading partners of Australia
. Therefore, there are not many commercial interactions between these countries and Australia. Furthermore, similar situations are found in the cultural and academic aspects. This explains why although there has been an increase in the status of certain foreign languages
 owing to practical reasons, Ukrainian remains valued insignificantly, if not ignored, by most Australians. In this sense, Slowko thought Australians find it unnecessary to learn and use Ukrainian and it thus has a low practical value in the community.

Second, Ukrainian also lacks cultural value in Slowko’s mind. He explained that the past united country USSR had already broken down and, to him, this represents the diminishing of the Ukrainian culture as well. Moreover, born in a foreign country, Slowko claimed he had only visited Ukraine once, and he found that what he saw and experienced there are, in his words, ‘foreign and strange’. This lack of emotional ties with the culture of Slowko’s mother country results in his low level of concern about the Ukrainian language, which is a major component of the culture.

Despite the above discussion, certain positive aspects of Slowko’s attitude towards Ukrainian can still be found. The most obvious one is his pride of having learnt the language. He said that he is happy for it since his command of the language is the only evidence for his being a Ukrainian, and he even regretted for not having furthered such learning when he was small. This counteracts the previous negative aspects and it can be said that he has a neutral attitude towards the language. 

Conclusion

After the above discussion, it can be concluded that English has an indispensable role in Slowko’s life: it is the sole language for his communicating with other people in most occasions; and it is essential for his interpreting any new information from others and expressing his own ideas in return. In addition, resulting from the mentioned high practical and cultural values, English also has a very high status in Slowko’s value system. Actually, what deserves attention here is that the role and status of English perceived by Slowko may be even more important than those perceived by many other local Australians who are native speakers of the language. This is because, to these people, the naturally acquired mother tongue—English—is possessed by everyone in their culture and thus serves as the sole medium of communications spontaneously. They, therefore, do not tend to consider the significance of the language in their lives seriously. Slowko, on the other hand, regards English as a second language and thus inevitably compares its role and status with those of his mother tongue, through which the significance of the former language in his life is highlighted.
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� In the post-war period, Australia was suffering a population decline resulting from a low birth rate and drying up of British immigration (Ozolins, 93, p.5). In the light of this, the immigration of non-British refugees was encouraged and assisted by a number of assimilation policies (Ozolins, 93, p.10-13). Indeed, such migration programs started with Eastern European immigrants in 1947 (Ozolins, 93, p.36), and this perhaps explains why Slowko’s parents chose to move to Australia.  


� In 1938, the Australian government launched a policy on refugee migration which stated that ‘migrants would be distributed as widely as possible throughout our country (Australia), in order to facilitate their assimilation into our population…” (Ozolins, 93, p.1).


� Although there are new opportunities of using Ukrainian after Slowko has grown up (e.g. at work, travelling), his use of it in family has diminished since his father passed away and other family members moved out to form their own families. Thus, his use of the mother tongue remains very limited. 


� The respective trading figures between Australia and these countries can be compared by the statistics of merchandise exports and imports done by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in [Appendix1].


� Among these foreign languages, Japanese is a typical example. According to a local Australian language teacher, many students are now learning Japanese since there has been a rapid growth of trade between Japan and Australia in the past two decades. Indeed, according to the above  statistics, the merchandise exports and imports (by  country) of Japan are highest in years 1995-1998; this shows a definite need of people who can communicate with the Japanese businessmen in the language that the latter ones prefer.
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