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Ruqia
I am forty six years old. I have been living in the UK for twenty years.  Almost, I was twenty six years old when I came.  I am married, I’ve got two boys.  We live in Leicester but I have lived in other parts of the UK before, like in London.  I came to UK through British scholarship to do teacher training twenty years ago.  And that’s my profession, I am a language tutor, both in English and my mother tongue, which is Somali.  I graduated from the Faculty of Languages, English Department in Mogadishu.  Then I started teaching at the Faculty of Languages as an assistant lecturer.  And then I was sent to UK to do further English training, where English is spoken and then go back to teach at the University.           
But you didn’t go back?

No, I still feel stranded in the UK.  I’m still hoping.  I didn’t go back because of the Somali civil war.  I feel being lucky somehow, because many of my colleagues at the university and people I worked with were not that lucky.  They were killed in civil war unfortunately.  They were one of those who were targeted, this comes with civil war. Many of them were killed, deliberately targeted in the process because they were academics.  The professionals were targeted.  But some of them were caught in that violence.  I feel very lucky to be out of that country at that time.  I haven’t witnessed what happened and how it happened but in a way, I feel really fortunate.  
I remember coming to Heathrow, already knowing the language although I was not as fluent as I am today.  But I could travel on my own.  I came to Heathrow and I was actually lucky because when I was at the university I was working with a British man who was my supervisor.  He gave me a map and instructions when I arrive Heathrow, what bus number I should take, which station I should get off and he also gave me a £10 note so I didn’t need to exchange money at the airport.  So, I remember I took one of those red double deck buses, the old ones.  

I arrived to Victoria station, it was June 1990.  And it was a bit chilly, I felt chilly, that’s what hit me.  And I still remember that grey sky, a bit rain.  Maybe I was not wearing the right coat or the right shoes.  And I remember he advised me, when you get lost, look for a policemen, ask the directions from a policeman.  And I remember when I came to Victoria Station, which is so big, the British Council where we had to meet, I wanted to ask someone where the office was, I looked for a police officer and asked one of them.  They gave me directions.

 I did have limited English but people could understand me, I could communicate.  I was put in a hotel two nights before I went to university in London.  But also at the airport when I arrived I lost my suitcase, it was not on the plane.  I could describe, I could tell what it was, the flight I was on.  I think I didn’t have any problem communicating with people.

 I think I speak quite well.  Of course, I’m aware I‘ve still got an accent.  I tend to make mistakes – maybe grammar, pronunciation.  But I think with mainstream English use, I feel comfortable.  I mean with informal language, colloquial, I may have some difficulties understanding.  Maybe Scottish accent, or young people (certain language that they use) or Cockney.  I think I am aware, maybe, I am a linguist and have a language teaching background.  But also, in daily life, now and then, I’ll come across a word that I don’t know, whether I’m reading or even daily language use when it’s colloquial or less formal.  Still, that’s what reminds me I’m not as a native speaker.  Or when some people say “Sorry, can you repeat . . . “.     
Are you more comfortable in speaking the English language or in reading and writing?

I think in speaking.  But in writing I think I don’t have such a problem, but it may not be as fluent as for a native speaker.  But maybe writing being such a skill, it’s not only knowing the language but also writing is another skill – whether report writing – it doesn’t come as natural as speaking.  Or maybe, you want your writing to be faultless or more accurate so it takes longer time, checking.  And that’s where you have, you know, you say ‘how shall I use this word?’ in your writing and then you need to check.  But maybe native speakers, they don’t need to use a dictionary or check.  I don’t know.  But that’s what reminds me still.  The words don’t come naturally.  But I think I passed that stage where I have to think Somali first.  I think in English now.  Maybe that was a consolation for us.  
I remember when I was at university in London and we had to write an assignment in a few thousand words and we were all feeling – ‘Well, we will do not do as well as the British people’.  There were also many British people, from all over the world, doing the course.  And I remember one person saying, ‘No, don’t worry because the British will write as they speak, when they’re writing their assignments.  Some may write exactly the way they speak’. But for us, as foreign language learners, we will do better in the writing because we were taught the grammar and Standard English.  I didn’t know and I say ‘What, hang on.  Are you telling me that I will do better than English native speakers?’  

English is becoming my second language.  I speak rough Arabic, but it’s not as good as English.  But it is actually disappearing because I haven’t used it for twenty years.  When I was a child I spoke only Somali.  We never used Arabic for speaking, it is the language we had to learn for the Quran at school, as a foreign language.  I learned English because a brother of mine sent me to private evening classes when I was a child.  And then we started learning English at secondary school and, actually, those evening classes helped me a lot.  I was seen as the best student.  My brother sent all my sisters.  He used to pay and we will go, in afternoons, to these English classes.  But the teaching was only basic English, just learning sentences, and words, mainly grammar.  I’m talking about 1975.  Maybe he knew English language is a useful language, that one day it will be useful to us.  And that was really the foundation of my English language skills.  

But that was quite common.  Even today, this kind of English language class exists.  People go in the afternoons, children are sent. Not all parents, but some parents send their children.  It is one of those thriving businesses.  I think English is seen as the world language.  Wherever you go in the world, you will use English.  And it will help you to pursue further education or finding jobs.  
What about Italian? Is it used much in Somalia?
No, you will not see Italian classes.  Although Italian has such an influence, in Somalia, especially in the South.  The medium of instruction at the university was Italian, and the people managing the university and all the resources, were Italian.  Maybe in Mogadishu, people were learning Italian.  There was Italian cultural centres and French cultural centres, where if you want to learn Italian or French, you could go and learn.  But English is the language, I think.  I think it has something to do with the language people value or learn.  Of course, it goes back to the colonial era and influences or legacy of the colonial powers.  English and Italian were the two languages for politics, political power, government administration, education.  Somali language was not written until 1972.  Before that time, the languages that were used for written communication mainly for government institutions and education were English, Italian and Arabic.  So, that’s where knowing a foreign language is seen as very important. It’s status attached to it, social status and power.  
As a language teacher, do you have a view on the different teaching methodologies you’ve experienced as a student?        
What could help a language learner, what could be more effective, it is using the language. In Somalia, learning English in all those different contexts and places, it is not being able to use the language for communication. It was a weakness. Because language is a living thing and you need to practise, to use, so it becomes internalised and becomes part of you.  Otherwise, it is something you just store somewhere and is not living.  So anyone that wants to learn the language, I think should be able to use the language.  I think going to a class and learning a bit of grammar, sentence structure, whatever, or vocabulary and not being able to use, to speak the language with people, I think still that people will not learn the language fluently.  They need to use it.  Whatever they learn in class, they need that interaction where they can practise the language.  

Do you feel you’ve successfully met people and made friends through English?

 Yes I think I have.  For me, it’s not the case of meeting people or talking to people, at the back of my mind I wanted to practise my English.  But I meet people through my workplace.  I’ve got colleagues at work, people we’ve met at work and become friends, my neighbours.  So, that’s what the language enables you to do when you can speak the language.  But I think in the case of someone who’s learning the language, they need to make and establish this kind of a friendship, relationships with people deliberately so they can have chances or opportunities to learn the language.  In a way, they have to make effort for example to speak to their neighbours.  But for me, I just want to speak to my neighbours, not to practise my English.  But that also, is a way of keeping my English language alive.  

Do you feel your intimate friends would be only Somali speaking friends?

I think I will say they are more non-Somali.  People intimate.  I think people that I will talk to with my issues are non-Somalis.  

How has learning English made a difference to your life?

I was lucky to come to the country with language skills and this is the foundation of the language.  Even knowing the language, that helped me come to UK to pursue my career training, to come on my own, so you can see I could catch a plane for the first time, that I never went out of Somalia.  That shows how, when you’ve got the language skills, it opens up many doors.  You can be independent.  In a way, it empowers you, whatever you want to do.  It gives you many opportunities.  I think that’s the benefits.

I think I speak Somali less than 20% of my time.  Only when I see my sister or a family member, I speak Somali.  My husband and I speak mainly English with the children.  
Do you think your English is still improving?

I think without noticing, it is improving but it could be in a stage when it’s stagnated.  My accent, I feel it’s not improving that much.  I think that’s got something to do with my early language learning. But I think that constant exposure to English, whether it’s coming from radio or speaking to people, may be having some impact.  

I think when I’m doing translation work that really pushes up my skills, I always want to check the words. Sometimes, before I translate to Somali I try to understand the English words and the context.  I say, first let me see the virtual meaning of the English words.  Because when you’re doing translation work, it’s not straightforward. 

Do your sons speak Somali as well as they speak English?

I think we will like our sons to speak Somali as well.  It’s not a deliberate decision that we want them not to learn Somali but unfortunately it seems they are not learning Somali.  They don’t know as much as I would like them to know at this age.  I think it’s the crucial age, when they’re still young they can speak the language fluently so they do not have the faults that I feel now that I have with English.  Because then when they learn Somali at an older age, you’re not as a native speaker.  Some people might find it strange that we use English language with them.  I think sometimes that we feel it’s for practical reasons because that’s the language they understand.  That’s where English comes naturally to them.  Even if I speak to them in Somali they reply back in English.  So that became their first language.  Maybe my husband had a different view when they were young.  He thought maybe if we speak English at home, that will help them learn.  But I think they will anyway learn English even if we maintain speaking Somali at home all the time.  
Now we have to be open about it, discuss about it.  There are times where I just now wanted them to understand why it is important that they learn Somali.  Because it is the language of their heritage.  They will use the language, that’s the only language they will be able to communicate with their relatives back in Somalia.  And also it is something that later, they may regret and they may feel inadequate. People may have different views and perceptions about them.  For example, now we are planning to take them to Somalia in the future, and I could see that when they cannot speak the language, when they mispronounce, how other children will see them and how they will be laughed at.  So I am now telling them that it’s for their own benefit that they really learn the language and it will be useful.  It is the language of their heritage.  Otherwise they will need an interpreter and I’m telling them, ‘I will not help you.  I’m not going to act as an interpreter for you if we go back’.  Now, when we discuss learning Somali the boys say ‘But mum, I’m born in UK. Why do people expect me to speak Somali? I’m born in London.  I will only speak Somali to the people that cannot speak English’.  They know we can communicate in English, that’s why they don’t want to speak Somali. 

 How important is it that asylum seekers learn English?

It is essential. Maybe it’s not as necessary as food and shelter but, apart from that, language is the second to those.  Because especially if people are staying in this country and they want to be part of the society, learning the language and having language skills is essential for living.  It will help people to feel that they are part of the society. 
Every day I meet members of the Somali community, especially women, who don’t speak the language quite well. I can see the limitations in their lives.  I can see their perceptions and their views towards British society, how they feel that they are not part of the society, the level of integration.  And then also to do something useful for themselves and also to contribute to the wider society.  I think language is the key for people to develop that sense of belonging.  
Otherwise, I think that lack of language skills, then people will make their own when they come, not communicate when they come, not understand people.  They tend therefore to make their own interpretations and own perceptions.  I think they perceive that it is ‘us and them’.  They are two different people.  They see themselves as guests.  They are not part of this society, they are not part of this country.  It’s only maybe their circumstances that are forcing them to be here.  And maybe for the sake of their children that they are here.  

I don’t think they see the way I see it.  Coming from Somalia twenty years ago, but this is now where I live. I feel I’ve got obligations, responsibilities to society, to my neighbours, to my local area, to life in general. This is where I am now.  This is where my home is.  This is the society I am a member of.  So in a way, Somalia is where I have got connections, members of my family are there but it looks not that immediate to me.  

Whatever good the UK gives me, I’m grateful.  For example, the health.  I know how things work.  I have seen other people, when they don’t have enough English language they always seem to be suspicious.  And you can see how the information is turned and twisted, in some way, and you will tell them ‘no it doesn’t work that way’. People interpret things their own way.  Language is key to understand people, to reduce prejudices as well as having skills for work, for independence, for people to be really in control of their lives.       
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