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ABSTRACT
ACQUISITION PLANNING FOR ENGLISH: A CASE IN MALAYSIAN
TERTIARY EDUCATION

MOHAMAD-HASSAN ZAKARTA
DR. NANCY HORNBERGER

This qualitative case study examines issues concerning
the goals for language planning for English as perceived by
participants involved in English language teaching and
English acquisition planning in Malaysia. It situates the
problem of the decline in English proficiency in Malaysia
within the scope of language planning, and specifically
within the area of language planning goals.

Focusing on the English language program at the
Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) in both its structural
and pedagogical aspects, the study explores the
relationships between Malaysian English language planning
goals, the various curricular goals and objectives of the
program, and the values and attitudes of participants at
different policy levels, including ESL
practitioners/teachers, administrators, and policy makers.
The study’s findings have implications for policy making,
policy implementation and effective day-to-day operation for
acquisition planning, in this case and other similar cases
worldwide.

The results of the data collected suggest, first that
there is ambiquity in goal-setting 1) at the national level

iii



with regards to the contending roles between English and
Malay in policy and in society, and 2) at the curriculum
level with regards to distinguishing between a) problems
with English and problems with communication, and b) a
specific content syllabus and a general content syllabus.
Second, the findings also suggest that there exists a goals-
implementation gap which is due to a) lack of coordination
and cooperation across levels -- national policy to
university to RELP, and b) disempowerment of teachers.

It is, thus, postulated that in order to achieve a
clear goal-setting, a) the role of English must continue to
be as resource to the society and a tool for development,
and that English must cease to be seen as a threat to the
existing role for Malay, and b) environment and opportunity
for English must be provided on campus and this necessitates
structural changes in the institution. Also, in order to
bridge the existing goals-implementation gap, there must be
an emphasis on a) coordination across different disciplines,
approaches, planning levels, and professionals, and b) the
importance of teachers as leaders who can have direct roles
in effecting change through the planning and implementation

of a language program.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This study examines issues concerning the goals for
language planning for English as perceived by participants
involved in English language teaching and English
acquisition planning in Malaysia. Focusing on the English
language program at the Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM)
in both its structural and pedagogical aspects, the study
explores the relationships between Malaysian English
language planning goals, the various curricular goals and
objectives of the program, and the values and attitudes of
participants at different policy levels, including ESL
practitioners/teachers, administrators, and policy makers.
By examining levels of planning involved and the
relationship among them, the research offers deeper
understanding of the goal formulation and implementation
activities in language planning, and thus provides
information on policy making, policy implementation and
effective day-to-day operation for acquisition planning, in

this case and, other similar cases worldwide.

The problem: the issues of proficiency and language policy
In Malaysia, there has been a significantly observed
decline in levels of English proficiency (Asiah, 1995;

Ching, 1995; Vatikiotis, 1991; O0zog, 1990; Chitravelu, 1985;



Asmah, 1979). This decline has been largely attributed to
the government’s choice of Malay (also known as Bahasa
Melayu) as sole medium of instruction in the schools and the
absence of the necessary status for English in education
(Ozog, 1990; Gaudart, 1987). The 1967 Language Act, making
the Malay language the national language, led to the
successful implementation of the language as the official
medium of instruction (the role that English had played
during the British colonial rule). This act lowered the
status of English to that of a compulsory subject to be
taught in the schools, but also stated that "measures will
be taken to ensure that English is taught as a strong second
language" as stated in the Third Malaysia Plan (Malaysia,
1976, p. 397). 0Ozog (1990) further attributes the decline
of English to the fact that the current constitution does
not grant any official status to English even though English
plays an undeniably important role in Malaysia. He notes
that:
The demand for a better status for English in education
tends to be ignored since policy makers are very
comfortable with the status Malay enjoys and they are
not willing to see it threatened. The resistance to
revive English in school thus always persists (p. 312).
Zuengler (1985) relates a similar problem faced by Tanzanian
educators. Since the use of Swahili as medium of
instruction has become widespread "English has been
relegated to a minor position with policy unclear as to its

use" (p. 247).



The success in using Malay language, the national
language, as the medium of instruction was the expected and
desired outcome of the national language policy:; yet it has
also been viewed as contributing to the neglect of English
as taught and learned in schools. Chitravelu (1985)
acknowledges the decline in English proficiency among school
leavers based on the low "overall achievement in terms of
percentages who pass even the norm-referenced test" (p.25).
Gaudart (1987, p. 533) attributes the emergence of
monolingual Malay-speaking rural students to the shift in
the medium of instruction. 1In similar tone, Rahimah,
Marimutu, and Norjannah (1987) predict "that the use of ...
English in the year 2000 will decline, making the younger
generation monolingual..." (p. 19). Expressing similar
concern, Asmah (1979) claims that there is a "definite
downward movement in the level of proficiency in English
among the current generation of Malaysians" (p.57).

English in the Malaysian context has always been
regarded as a resource for its citizens, individually and
collectively. Vatikiotis (1991) highlights concerns of the
Prime Minister and Minister of Education on this same issue.
Echoing their concerns, he states:

Declining standards of English in the population at

large must be set against a socio-economic trend in

Malaysia whereby fluency in English is fast becoming a

premium for employment in urban areas...[and it] has

become a potentially discriminative factor in
employment (p. 28-30).



Faced with rapid development, an overwhelming economic
growth and its increasingly active role in international
affairs, Malaysia has always regarded English as an
important language and a tool for development. English
acquisition and mastery serves as an indicator that
guarantees one’s upward social mobility and economic
betterment. Ching (1995) remarks:
After forsaking the English language and turning to
Bahasa Malaysia as a nation-building tool, Kuala Lumpur
is discovering the high price it had to pay in economic
development. Once again, Malaysia is trying to reach
outward through the use of English" (ching, 1995,
p-32).
Malaysian language policy, implemented to complement the
economic policies and social planning, has been viewed as
aiming at redressing the economic imbalance between
different ethnic groups. Government, for example, has
expressed concern that economic gaps between the ethnic
groups will widen if Malays cannot communicate effectively
in English (Mauzy, 1985, p. 155). High percentages of Malays
or rural students, who are mostly not proficient in English,
tend to settle for low-paying jobs. Coulmas (1992) claims
that "language must be regarded as valuable not only in
ideal, but also in material terms" (p. 21ff). To him, "the
Possession of a language implies a potential for unfolding
individuals’ range of action and hence their enrichment" (p.

55).



The basic objectives in teaching English obligatorily
in the developing countries are developmental at both
national and personal levels (see Pakir (1993) for Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei; Grabe and Kaplan (1986) for China:
Zuengler (1985) for Tanzania: Pattanayak (1985) for India:
Pride (1982) for Malaysia). In order to serve the needs of
their citizens, such developing countries must have
systematic and effective planned roles for English.

Ozog (1990, p. 313), commenting on the dilemma faced by
the politicians and language planners, namely the role of
English in Malaysian education and its relationship with the
national language, resents those Malaysians who are not
willing to admit the importance of English (that is, those
who think that it would undermine the status of the national
language.) Pakir (1993, P. 5) stresses that English has
always been viewed as a "national asset,... an important
means for personal advancement...[and] is seen as a cause
and effect of economic development...." Since there are
many important domains, such as business, which still
utilize English only, opportunities to revitalize English by
sharing the domains are wide open. Asmah (1979), however,
maintains that:

If English is given equality with the national language

in the system of education, the latter language will

stand to lose in terms of its development....

[Consequently it] will undoubtedly shut off any

opportunity for the [Malay) language to develop in

terms of the enrichment of its morphemic and lexical
inventories (p.56).



The roles of the Malay and English languages

As a multiracial nation, Malaysia’s rich
sociolinguistic situations offer insights into the roles of
different lanquages and their domains, and the influences
the society and language policy have on these domains.
Malaysian population consists of various ethnic groups:
Malays 53%, Chinese 35%, Indians 11%, and others 1%. The
three main languages, Malay, Mandarin and Tamil, are widely
spoken and used in the mass media but Malay predominates in
governmental official use. The three languages serve as
mediums of instructions with English as a compulsory subject
for all and Malay as a compulsory subject for the other two
types of schools. Gaudart (1987), in highlighting the
current status of language in education in Malaysia, claimed
that about 70% of the children are in the Malay medium
schools, 26% in the Mandarin and 3% in the Tamil. Malay
however, is the sole medium of instruction in secondary
schools retaining English as a compulsory subject for all
(Mandarin and Tamil may be provided if there are demands for
them).

However, a pass in English language is not compulsory
in the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (the National Standardized
High School Examination) even though suggestions to make it
necessary have been made by educators and the public in
general. This is because such a requirement is expected to
produce a high failing percentage among school students

6



especially those who come from rural areas and also from low
income families. The hesitation to make it a pass has also
been viewed as in itself an acknowledgement of the education
system’s failure in providing equal treatment to all schools
in English language teaching (see Gaudart (1987) and
Chitravelu (1985) for the problems with shortage of teachers
and infrastructure in Malaysian schools). %

Tertiary level education utilizes Malay as the sole
medium of instruction, but English is still used extensively
in science, technical, and medical fields. At private
colleges English is the medium of instruction. These
colleges, increasing in number, normally have joint programs
with universities in the United States, the United Kingdom,
Australia and some other parts of the world. However, Malay
is still required to be taught as a compulsory subject in
these private colleges.

As a result of Malaysian language policy, Malay
language naturally controls the domains the policy dictates.
However, bilingual language use, such as code-switching,
emerges at official and unofficial levels where the
influence of English can be seen in these domains. Asmah
(1994) highlights the policy’s acknowledgement of the
crucial role of English in Malaysia:

Although there have been moves by nationalistic

movements to see to the full implementation of the

national language in all aspects of the life of the

Malaysians, English still remains as ‘the other

language’ in officialdom and elsewhere... The
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government...has allowed the continuity of English in
Malaysia, even at the official level, in certain
domains.... If Malay was chosen and is upheld for
nationalism, then English is obviously retained for
another purpose and that is nationism (p. 70).

At local universities for example, English is used on a

regular basis by students across different races. Meetings

among academicians at the university are normally conducted

in both languages even though the policy states that only

Malay should be used. Language attitudes or personal

preference play an important role that contributes to such a

language use. Chitravelu (1985) summarizes the roles of

English in Malaysia:

English in Government: Malay is the official language
in Government used for about 70% of the time. Among
the lower rungs in the government service, Malay is
used about 100% of the time except in those
departments which have frequent dealings with
foreigners or the private sectors. Foreign service
officers and Trade and Industry ministry officers use
quite a high percentage of English. If the work of a
government officer is of a technical nature or if it
requires research or references to law, English is used
quite heavily. The government has training facilities
for officers who are weak in English.

English in Business and Industry: English is the main
lingua franca of this domain except in the traditional

sectors and in those trades where there is a predomi-



nance of Chinese. Almost 100% of the documentation --

invoices, contracts, etc -- is in English.

English in The Professions: Professionals use English a

very high percentage of the time because most

professionals have had their training in English and
most are not proficient in the National Language.

English in the Media: There is a very strong bias

towards domestic programs and regional information

sources but in practice, there is quite a lot of

English in some of the media. There are more English

programs than any other programs. English films on

videos are still very popular in the urban centers.

There are few, if any, English books in rural

bookstores but large bookstores in town stock primarily

English books. Computer data bases generally provide

their information in English.

English in Day-To-Day Living: English and Malay are

the lingua franca of the large towns but English is

used in the family domain only among the English
educated.
(Taken from: Chitravelu, 1985, pp. 34-72)

In short, even though Malay has made significant gains,
English, following a natural process of language spread and
maintenance, is still used extensively in some domains and
academic fields. Malaysians have been known to maintain a

certain language or shift to another irrespective of any



existing overt national language policy. But one can still
question: To what extent can a particular language continue
to be maintained when only a limited opportunity for
learning it is provided by the schools?
There exists a widespread belief among people that the
efforts to spread English need to be balanced with the
efforts to spread Malay. Such a preferred "balanced
maintenance™ may be achieved through a compromise, and
proper distribution of the functions and forms of both
languages. However, the acquisition, maintenance, and
spread of each language must all be taken into consideration
in light of the various societal forces that naturally push
toward either the spread or shift of any of the languages in
some domains. Kloss (1969) stresses that lanquages "cannot
leave each other alone; one always tries to drive out the
other geographically or in a functional sense" (p. 556).
Noss (1995) warns:
Many countries in the world have tried to give the
national language "equal" status [with English] -- for
example Malaysia and Singapore. It is now fairly
clear that this solution does not work. From the
education system on up to all other sectors of the
economy and the society, one of the two languages
becomes dominant in the popular mind and becomes
associated with success, the other with failure (Noss,
p. 16).

Sharing similar concern, Asiah (1995) cautions: "we need to

improve our command of the English language in this country

to keep abreast of international development, but do we need

to do so at the expense of the treasured and valuable
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national aspirations and acquisitions?" (p. 64). There is
a prevalent skepticism toward the potential of the Malay
language to meet the discourse demands in certain domains,
especially in trades:
English has a commercial value. I am afraid that
Malay...will not proliferate if it is not protected. I
do not know how we can protect it.... Is it possible
that there will be a crisis in 10 years? How are we
going to protect the Malay language without hampering
the growth of English language? I think the answer is
not found yet (DVCS, 4/6/95).
The language preferred by the majority of the trade
community is not Malay (even though most of them can speak
it); Malay suffers from a lack of economic profile, in the
terms described by Coulmas (1992): "demand for a language as
a commodity on the international market of foreign languages
and the size of the industry it supports" (p. 89). Although
linguistic relativism opposes unequal valuation of languages
and contributes greatly to linguistics, other non-linguistic
factors may jeopardize the "equal" position or status of a
language. Justification for the continuing existence of
Malay as lanquage of use in the legal and medical
professions, for example, perhaps can be explained on
sociopsychological or cultural grounds (i.e. strong deep-
rooted sentiments attached to it) rather than linguistic
grounds (such as the perceived inadequacy of Malay to
function in certain domains).

The tension between the contending roles for Malay and

English as expressed by politicians, language planners, and
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educators echoes two themes reverberating in the national
dialogue about roles of languages in Malaysia: Bahasa Jiwa
Bangsa (language is the soul of the nation) and Wawasan 2020
(2020 Vision). The former refers to the crucial status and
role of the Malay language as national identity and the
agent of nation building and national integration, while the
latter serves as a motto (coined by the Prime Minister
several years ago) to promote the nation’s direction and
vision to be an industrialized country by the year 2020, a
goal supposedly facilitated by a more effective use of
English. The two have been serving as national campaigns,
mottos, and political agendas, and they are rigorously and
distinctly articulated on thousand of posters, stickers, TV
and radio advertisements. The contending roles of the
Malay and English lanquages implied by the two mottos are
understandable because the spread of each of them has
resulted either from the impacts of overt policies or the
natural societal forces present in the society, or both.
But the fact that the two languages contend may not
necessarily be easily rationalized because people’s
sentiments towards each language are strong and deeply

rooted in the history, culture, and politics of the nation.

The Prime Minister, among many other Ministers who have
made similar public statements, in acknowledging the

importance of the two languages to co-exist harmoniously,
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denies that English is a threat to the national language
(The star, 2/23/92, p.1). "If we believe that besides
preserving our nation [through the national language] we
should develop the country [through an effective use of
English], then a suitable approach has to be worked out"
(The Prime Minister, quoted by Ching, 1995).

Working within the constraints of the national lanquage
policy that places Malay as the highest priority, educators
are faced with great challenges in redefining the status and
roles of English in education. Issues concerning the
decline of the English language are traditionally viewed
from a perspective that focuses on both the acquisition of
English and the maintenance of it. However, the
maintenance of English may be viewed as posing an extensive
threat to the national language policy or the Malay language
as compared to its acquisition or reacquisition, which in
part implies an involvement of only one domain, i.e.
education.

Due to the perceived contending roles of English and
Malay, any planning advocating the maintenance of English in
certain domains (such as, science and technology, business,
commerce, and industry which were introduced by the colonial
rule) tends to face some resistance from people. Although
some feel that there are inadequacies of Malay to fully
function in those domains, the government, with the help of

its implementing agencies, started to gradually introduce
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Malay language in those domains since the country‘s
independence in 1957 (Asiah, 1995; Asmah, 1987:; Asmah,
1979). However, these domains may not necessarily be
dictated or determined by overt policies but by personal
preference or societal forces (see Asiah, 1995, for a
discussion of the non-controlling domains of language use in
Malaysia). Thus, to some people, the continued maintenance
of English seems to be the most viable option, but others
deem such a goal to be detrimental to national language
planning. They will argue that such a concession is an
unnecessary compromise which undermines the capability of
the Malay lanquage to fully function as an academic
language. Solving language problems often accompanies
modernization and sociocultural, socioeconomic, and
political integration, and sometimes it is achieved at the

expense of traditions (Ferguson, 1968; Fishman, 1985).

The study: A brief highlight

The Universiti Teknologi Malaysia’s Department of
Modern lanquages (DML) serves as a fertile ground for
investigation for this research. Since the implementation
of the ESP syllabus for the English language program
(Reorganized English Language Program or RELP) in the DML in
1990, its success and limitations have been seriously

discussed and debated. Some staff have expressed worries
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about the program’s effectiveness while others firmly hold
on to the ideals of the program. Several deans have
questioned the long hours required by their students in the
program. Some members of the university senate (including
the deans) have demanded to see the results the program has
brought about. Some blame others for not having clear
concepts.

The pressures placed by one level of planning on
another are gaining momentum due partly to the changing
mission and vision of the university and partly to similar
changes in the country in general. This has necessitated
the participants to rethink, react, and take a serious look
at the program. As my fieldwork began to take focus, there
were three circumstances which encouraged my endeavors.
First, another English program specifically for first year
students was established by the Center for First Year Study,
CFYS (but later was discontinued during the writing of this
dissertation); second it was proposed that the DML be
expanded into a lanquage center; and lastly, there was a
generally felt need for, as well as large-scale efforts
toward, the improvement of RELP. The genuine interest of
all participants in producing a quality program and its
inevitable evolution offered me the needed circumstances for

this study.
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This is a qualitative case study which is both
descriptive and interpretive. The research seeks to answer
this broad question:

How are English acquisition planning goals perceived

across different participants and levels of

implementation in one ESP language program in Malaysia?
The description and narration in this study seek to provide
specific and concrete details about the goals and objectives
of one particular English language program and the values
and attitudes of its participants, in order to explore
relationships among different levels of planning. It is not
a program evaluation. I recognize that some evaluative
tendencies will always be present even in a description, but
the goal of the study will not be to evaluate, but to
describe.

Since I am familiar with the research site, its setting,
and its community, a part of my goal in this qualitative
case study is to explore beyond the surface of familiar
actions and common perceptions displayed by the participants
in order to "make the familiar strange and interesting
again" (Erickson, 1990, p. 83). My role as an insider helps
me achieve this because my easy access to and knowledge
about the setting and its members allow me to look at the
practice of the participants and their various social
settings by "considering the relations between a setting and

its wider social environment" (Erickson, 1986, p. 122).

16



Such holistic investigation into the acquisition
planning of English in Malaysia is necessary due to the need
to examine the interconnectedness among various levels of
planning and implementation at the university and
governmental levels, and also to interpret the various
perceptions people have towards the teaching and learning of
English language. 1In discussing the importance of creating
meaningful interpretation, Erickson (1990) maintains that
interpretive research "must include identification of the
meaning-interpretation of the actors...[through] ‘objective’
analysis of ’‘subjective’ meanings" (p. 100).

Interviews and conversations with selected lecturers, deans
of various faculties, heads of department, administrators,
officials from the Ministry of Education, and UTM students,
sought to a) identify, describe, and analyze language
planning goals as perceived by participants at various
Planning levels and b) investigate the relationships across
the levels as they bear on the goals of acquisition planning
for English. Besides the inputs from the informants and my
interaction with them, documents which were available at the
Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, the Department of Modern
Languages, the Ministry of Education, and other relevant
departments were also examined and analyzed.

This study is by no means comprehensive, but efforts
have been made to address the complexity of the issues

discussed. Great attempts have also been made to
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substantiate the data gathered and analyzed with theories of
language, language planning, ESL pedagogy, and syllabus
design. The findings gathered and insights gained were
made possible through a research approach that was both
eclectic and holistic. At the same time, the researcher’s
own experience in the program brought about the needed
focus and delimitation of scope for this study. Without it,
a study of such magnitude would be impossible to undertake
given the methodology chosen, the scope covered, and the
theoretical implications posited.

The research question posited yields several
interrelated and multifaceted descriptive and interpretive
questions. They generate broad themes necessary for the
organization of this dissertation. In addressing the
research questions, recurring patterns, responses, topics,
and issues, gathered during the fieldwork, were classified
and categorized into several headings that were later
developed into broad themes. These became the justification
for developing the chapters for this dissertation. Chapter
1 introduces the problem of the declining English
proficiency in Malaysia, highlights the problem with
language policy, and presents a brief background of the
study. Chapter 2 provides the conceptual framework for the
study discussed under sections of language planning and
English for Specific Purposes (ESP). Chapter 3 describes

the study and the research design. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are
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products of my attempts to weave my description and
interpretation into the emergent themes by integrating data
gathered in the fieldwork. Chapter 4 describes English
acquisition planning at UTM and explores the nature of the
problem and its solutions as perceived by the participants
of the study and also their varying views on proficiency.
Chapter 5 highlights the issues of coordination and
collaboration and touches on the issues of empowerment and
disempowerment of teachers and students. Chapter 6 attempts
to converge LP perspectives with issues in ESL teaching,
highlighting the LP goals and recapitulating the main thenmes
along with their respective theoretical discussions.

Chapter 7 concludes the discussion by presenting the
possible implications and recommendations this study may
offer.

There were a number of factors motivating and
facilitating this research. First of all, there is my
familiarity with the institution, its staff, and local
context. I also felt driven by my own personal negative
experiences earlier in life, i.e. in my English classes. To
a great extent these experiences serve as invaluable assets
to me in the exploration of this area. The English language
taught at schools and at the UTM (when I was a student)
failed to promote an ideal environment for language use
within both the classroom and the campus. There were no

meaningful opportunities to use the language. Instead of
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cultivating my interest in the language, English classes
heightened my anxiety, posing as an enemy for language
learning. When I went to teach, first at a school and then
later at three different universities, my students voiced
similar experiences to mine, confirming the existence of
problems with English language teaching especially at the
tertiary level. The area of study selected is thus
triggered by an accumulation of past observations,
experiences, and shared sentiments with colleaques and
students. These have provided me the needed energy to

embark on this research.
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beginning at the highest level of authority and
ideally descending in widening circles through the
ranks of practitioners who can support or resist
putting the policy into effect (p. 160).

I hope that this study has highlighted the importance of
defining language planning goals at various levels of
planning and of bridging the gap between policy formulation
and implementation in language teaching. Insights from the
findings may assist ESL and non-ESL professionals in an
institution to work together in collaborative leadership to
come up with an English language syllabus that will provide
the needed environments and opportunities to ensure
learners’ effective acquisition of English, and thereby a
continuing role for English in Malaysia as a tool for

development and a resource for society.
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