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SOME REASONS FOR USING TRANSLATED INDONESIAN FOLKTALES IN TEACHING
GENERAL ENGLISH FOR UNDER GRADUATE STUDENT OF NON-ENGLISH
DEPARTMENT

Tri Pramesti and Susie. C. Garnida
Universitas 17 Agustus 1945 Surabaya

Abstract

The teaching of English as a foreign language inlndonesia universities is gaining popularity nowadays.
Indonesian Universities give English as the vehicular language for all or part of the general curriculum.
It is therefore important to identify the types of materials that best prepare students for academic work in
L2. The traditional structurally-based texts and the newer, integrated, communicative courses might not
be sufficient for the demands of the academic classes. On the other hand, material for reading
comprehension that is based on translated Indonesian folktales provides a motivating medium for
language learning while fostering the development of the thinking skills that are needed for L2 academic
literacy. Folktales can act as a powerful change agent and lead to student cultural awareness while at
the same time nurturing empathy, tolerance , and emotional intelligence. Furthermore through folktales,
Indonesian students can promote their culture become a world heritage like batik and anklung

1. Introduction

Many universities in Indonesia give English as part of the undergraduate curriculum. English for
college students is taught in 2 semesters. The first semester is general english, while the second semester
is ESP ( English for Specific Purpose). For ESP teachers do not find any difficuly in choosing the
materials, because there are many books on ESP. For general English teacher has to find the materials by
himself or herself. English for university in Indonesia is emphasized on Reading comprehension because
one of the purposes is to make students accustomed to read text books in English.

To the fact that most universities in Indonesia, English is treated like other subject such as ISD (
Basic Social Science), in which the teacher must face a large, multilevel class. Teachers of EFL suggested
by Brown (2001) apparently familiar with the importance of meaningful, authentic principles, but in
practice, many of them, especially at university, tend to emphasize more on language forms; using
correct grammar, but less on language functions acceptability, so teaching English at university level in
Indonesia is considered less successful because there is no awareness to English forms and functions, the
students haven’t succeeded lo learn English.

Based on those problems, English teachers are challenged to find ways to make english learning
more meaningful and successful in indonesia. In an attempt to improve the quality of EFL teaching
learning process, this paper argues that using translated Indonesian folktales in English class for non-
English Department students can make students enter to a world familiar or unfamiliar to them due to the
cultural aspects of folktales, and leads to critical thinking.

Folktales is no stranger in North American or Australian ESL classes, where for many years
literary circles and a rich variety of reading response activities have been used to foster first and second
language development®®. The use of folktales also has a number of justifications in high school EFL
instruction, particularly in those contexts where academic language proficiency is the goal.”® The moral
message in folk tales have inspired, and entertained people for a long time. Indonesian folktales such as
Jaka Kendil give some benefits in EFL class.

Why a folktale?

Based on the idea that the most important foundation of education is character development,
Folktales also help the readers/ students build their character. It does not mean that folktale or reading

22 See Ghosn “Four good reasons to use literature in primary school ELT” in ELT Journal Volume 56/2 April 2002
23 i
ibid
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story leads directly to character development, it can help readers to grow, that pushed them to rethink
their views, perhaps even brought about a change in their standards-in other words, story/ folktale
influenced our character and helped to make us the person we are today.**

Representing human struggles and feelings is an essential part of good story telling. Whether the
story is for children or young people, it gives the readers the vicarious experience of living through the
trials and the thrills of characters in a book. With reflection, the readers can decide how he or she
personally would have responded to the decisions the fictional character made. Each of those reflections
and decisions gradually influences the thoughts and actions of the reader. With the guidance of teachers,
some of the titles of folktales can help students to reflect, to decide, to become a principled person. The
value of reading folktale and discussing life’s challenges with students explore life’s realities as they
have never done before. Thoughtful teachers can use that folktale as a means of bringing students to the
commitments that will gradually form character traits and citizenship attitudes that we all will be proud to
acknowledge.”

2. Some considerations for selecting translated Indonesian folktales

When choosing a folktale, for instance, one should exercise caution and look for stories that
mirror the prevailing cultural values and traditions of a people, and avoid stories that portray outdated
customs and beliefs that lead the student with impressions of ‘funny’, ‘weird’, or even ‘dumb’.?

Though the original language is not english, in choosing translated Indonesian folktale,
language becomes the first consideration in EFL class®’. A certain amount of amusing and predictable
repetition, repeated grammatical structures and formulaic expressions that are made clear in the story
contex are important especially for students with low-intermediate level®®. The use of vocabulary that
provides synonyms and alternative expressions is also recommended. The assignment given to the
students include looking for main points and supporting details; looking for cause—effect relationships;
evaluating evidence, and becoming familiar with the type of language needed to express the thinking.
Furthermore, teacher must be bearing in mind that a folktale is not only interesting to students, but also
facilitates integration of the language skills?. Folktale may also help L2 learners to internalize the new
language by providing access to a rich variety of linguistic items and a context for their communication
efforts. teacher to expand the themes while making use of the new language in different contexts, and
accommodating to student needs and interests.

Taylor further states that theme, illustration and the storyline are also important in choosing a
folktale for EFL. The universal themes are recommended since students everywhere can identify with
fear, courage, hope, love, belonging, and the need to achieve. Universal themes make variety of
activities possible.

An aesthetically pleasing illustrations will help students to understand the text; good illustrations

provide opportunities for discussions in which the key vocabulary can be exploited. The teacher may
give a pictorial presentation of the story. Such an activity can provide important clues for predicting the
content of the story. There are many texts that have front- cover illustrations including pictorial
representations of the contents. Alternatively, the teacher can draw a picture based on the folktale or take
the help of an artist friend. An illustration of folktale, jaka Kendil should show a “kendil”.*
The next consideration is The Storyline . The story line should be clear, uncomplicated story-line with a
satisfying, unmelodramatic conclusion. No flashbacks or complex, multifaceted characters for non
english students arelmportant: The storyline should appeal to the adult reader; a high quality children’s
story which allows for a variety of interpretations and is thus enjoyable to various age groups.

3. Some benefits of using translated Indonesian Folktale
As one of literary genre, using folktale in ELT gives some benefits. One of the benefits is it
educates the whole learner's personality and is motivating (Clandfield and Foord n.d). Students usually
find literary texts more interesting than coursebook texts. Literature involves “affective, attitudinal, and

24
25

See Developing Character through Literature: A Teacher's Resource Book.
ibid

See Taylor Using Folktale

?" ibid

*8 ibid

See Taylor Using Folktale

See Aman Other Folk Tales from Indonesia
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experiential factors” and so may motivate learners to read (McKay 1986:192). Duff and Maley stress that
literary work is motivating because it deals with situations and themes that the writer considered
important to address.** They point out that the motivational effect of literary texts is increased when the
topics relate to the learner's personal experience (1990:6). Collie and Slater emphasize that it is the
personal involvement encouraged in readers by literature that makes literary texts useful in language
learning process and claim that “engaging imaginatively with literature enables learners to shift the focus
of their attention beyond the more mechanical aspects of the foreign language system” (1987). Moreover,
“literature holds high status in many cultures and countries” therefore students can feel a real sense of
achievement at understanding a piece of highly respected literature” (Clandfield and Foord n.d.).
Literature educates the whole learner's personality since it includes a lot of cross-curricular and cross-
cultural relations. Through literature teachers may not only develop the learners' attitudes to reading and
learning languages but they may also cultivate learners' attitudes to values. Folktale can be used to
provide vicarious experiences that foster the development of emotional intelligence defined by Goleman
(1995), which is essential for empathy and tolerance. According to Goleman, emotional intelligence is
learnt through experience, and interaction with others. Folktales seem to have the potential to provide,
the much-needed experiences that will promote emotional intelligence. It can help the student to
understand self and others better; it demonstrates that there is always hope, and that one can overcome
even seemingly obstacles; it can foster development of empathy and tolerance®. Though different
cultural backgrounds reflected in literary texts may cause some difficulties in reading and general
comprehension, it is suggested to overcome this problem by exploring foreign cultures rather than to
avoid using literature (Duff and Maley 1990:7; McKay 1986:193). McKay takes this argument further
and makes the point about that in this way literature may increase

learner's understanding and tolerance for cultural differences (1986:193). According to Carter and Long
“literature can be a special resource for personal development and growth” offering “many linguistic
opportunities to the language teacher” and allowing “many of the most valuable exercises of language
learning to be based on material capable of stimulating greater interest and involvement” (1991:3).

Using translated Indonesia folktale in English class for undergraduate students can develop their
thinking skills. Folktales can promote academic literacy. Academic literacy according to Ghosn “ refers
to the academic reading, writing, and thinking skills required for success in the general curriculum”.
Academic literacy requires critical thinking skills, and folktale offers a natural medium through which
students can be introduced to the type of thinking and reasoning expected in academic classes. Critical
thinking is important for students because it enables him or her to analyze, evaluate, explain, and
restructure their thinking. It is believed that schools should focus on teaching their students critical
thinking skills and cultivation of intellectual traits. Howie ( 1993) discusses the use of children’s stories
to introduce critical thinking to college students. He believes that “stories have two crucial advantage
over traditional content: ... ( First), because they are entertaining, students pervasive apprehension is
reduced, and they learn from the beginning that critical thinking is natural, familiar and sometimes even
fun. Second, the stories put issues of critical thinking in an easily remembered context”(p.90). He points
out that instructors have responsibility to help students to develop cognitive skills because everyone needs
to “ make judgement, be decisive, come to conclusion, synthesize information, organize, evaluate,
predict, and apply knowledge” By reading and writing, students develop their critical thinking skills
(p.24).

Questions added to each story should train students to think critically. Some of the questions are
exemplified below:

1. Without considering his social class, Jaka Kendil in the story of Joko Kendil proposes
one of the king’s daughters to be his wife, do you think Joko Kendil is a dreamer or a
man who believe in the idea that every human is to choose?

2. What would have happened if princess melati did not break the ‘kendil” ?

Different stories will have different gquestions. The questions depend on the plot, characters,
conflict, climax, complication and resolution of each story. The more questions requiring critical thinking
students answer, the better prepared they will be to face the world once they graduate.

31 See Duff and Maley in Literature.

%2 See Irma K Ghosn “Four good reasons to use literature in primary school ELT” in ELT Journal Volume 56/2
April 2002
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Folktale also make students creative as they asked to re-write. Re- writing exercises is a creative
activity that the teacher can introduce in order to enhance the students’ understanding and appreciation of
the story for the improvement of their expressive and receptive skills.

Re-writing activities may be ‘free’ or ‘controlled’. In the former, students enjoy the freedom of
expressing, in their own words, what they have understood from the text. Here they can write a parallel
folktale using the same theme in a different background, may be from other part of Indonesia or abroad.
In controlled or guided writing exercises, students are given guidelines. They may be asked to summarize
the story in a fixed number of words, or to rewrite the text with a different ending. There are numerous
folktales that the students can perform with the guidance and encouragement from the teacher.

Furthermore, using translated Indonesian folktales lead to students cultural awareness. Folktales
are effective when teaching culture to students. Folktales transmit the culture of the people about whom
the stories were written. By learning about the culture, student learn about the past and present, and about
people’s customs and traditions. As in jaka Kendil students will be introduced with the word “ kendil”.
Teacher can ask students the use of kendil, which

Finally, by using translated Indonesian folktales in English class for non-english department,
students can have a better understanding on their own culture and tradition and at the same time they
preserve one of national heritages.
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