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ABSTRACT 

The objective of this study is to investigate how Digital Storytelling helped enhance 

learners’ language accuracy, and the learners’ perceptions on Task Condition and 

Task Difficulty in implementing Digital Storytelling. The impetus of this study is 

rooted in issues such as graduate employability, and poor English proficiency in 

Malaysia especially among school leavers. The researcher sought to understand the 

phenomena by exploring areas such as English as a second language and language 

learning motivation. There have been numerous researches in the areas of English as a 

second language, language proficiency, the language skills and learner motivation. 

However, not enough is known about the spoken and written accuracy of language 

production in the Malaysian context. The theory that guides this study is the Cognition 

Hypothesis that consist of the elements in task design such as Task Complexity, Task 

Condition and Task Difficulty. The task selected to explore language accuracy and 

task-based approach was Digital Storytelling. 55 students in an ESL course were 

selected as participants. Participants developed their Digital Storytelling over ten 

weeks. To obtain rich and thick data, data was triangulated via reflective journal 

entries and vlog. Then, the data was analysed via thematic and document analysis to 

investigate written and spoken accuracy and, explore how participants respond to the 

elements in Task Condition and Task Difficulty. The findings revealed insightful 

results. In terms of language accuracy, it was found that both written and spoken 

accuracy were not impactful. In the 14th week of the task, 13 errors were identified in 

written language, while 14 errors were found in spoken language. Errors such as 

subject-verb agreement, sentence structure, and first language interference were 

present in both language production. 7 themes within the Task Condition dimension 

elucidated participants’ experiences while, 7 themes outlined their experiences within 

Task Difficulty. Additionally, the findings revealed the potential of Digital 

Storytelling as a powerful pedagogical tool in preparing learners with the 21st century 

skills, and engaging learners’ in enhancing their soft skills, teamwork, engagement, 

creativity, and motivation.  
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 خلاصة البحث 
ABSTRACT IN ARABIC 

  تعزيز  على  الرقمية القصص رواية  بها  ساعد  التي الكيفية  من  التحقق هو  الدراسة  هذه  من  الهدف
  القصص  رواية في المهمة  وصعوبة  المهمة حالة  حول  المتعلمين وتصورات المتعلمين،  لغة  دقة

  إتقان  وضعف الخريجين توظيف ليةقاب مثل قضايا في متجذر  الدراسة هذه وراء الدافعو  .الرقمية
  من  الظواهر فهم إلى ةالباحث سعىوت .المدارس من المتسربين بين خاصة ماليزيا في الإنجليزية لغةال

  من  العديد هناكو . اللغة تعلم ودافع ثانية كلغة  الإنجليزية اللغة مثل مجالات استكشاف خلال
  ومع  .المتعلم فعودا اللغوية هاراتمو  اللغة، تقانإو  ثانية، كلغة  الإنجليزية اللغة مجالات في الأبحاث

  النظرية و . الماليزي  السياق في اللغة  لإنتاج والمكتوبة  المنطوقة  الدقة  عن يكفي  ما  يعُرف لا  ذلك،
  تعقيد  مثل المهام تصميم في العناصر من تتكون التي الإدراك فرضية هي  الدراسة هذه توجه التي

 القائم والنهج اللغة دقة كشافلاست المختارة المهمة كانت و . مةهالم وصعوبة  المهمة وحالة المهام
  ثانية  كلغة  الإنجليزية اللغة دورة  في طالبًا 55 اختيار  تم. و الرقمية القصص رواية هي المهمة على

  . أسابيع  عشرة مدى  على بهم الخاصة الرقمية القصص رواية المشاركون طور و  .كمشاركين
 العاكسة اليومية دفتر إدخالات عبر البيانات حساب تم فة، ثيوك غنية بيانات  على  للحصولو 

  الوثائق  وتحليل الموضوعي  التحليل خلال  من  البيانات  تحليل تم ذلك،  بعد و  .الفيديو ومدونة 
  حالة  في للعناصر المشاركين  استجابة  كيفية  واستكشاف والمنطوقة،  المكتوبة الدقة في  للتحقيق

  من  كلا  أن وجد اللغة، دقة حيث منو . ثاقبة نتائج ائجنتال كشفتو  .المهمة وصعوبة المهمة
  خطأ  13 تحديد تم المهمة، من  عشر  الرابع الأسبوع  فيو مؤثرة.  تكن ل  والمنطوقة  المكتوبة  الدقة

  اتفاق  مثل  أخطاء هناك و  . المنطوقة اللغة في  خطأ 14 على العثور  تم  بينما  المكتوبة،  اللغة في
  موضوعات  7 أوضحت و  .اللغة  جإنتا  في الأولى اللغة  وتداخل الجمل وتركيب الموضوعي الفعل
  صعوبة  ضمن تجاربهم موضوعات 7 حددت بينما المشاركين، تجارب المهمة حالة بعُد ضمن
  تربوية  كأداة  الرقمية القصص رواية إمكانات عن النتائج كشفت  ذلك، إلى بالإضافةو  .المهمة
 مهاراتهم تعزيز في ينالمتعلم وإشراك والعشرين، دي الحا القرن بمهارات المتعلمين إعداد في قوية

 .والتحفيز والإبداع، والمشاركة، الجماعي، والعمل الرقيقة،
 



 

iv 

APPROVAL PAGE 

The thesis of Nor Nadia Raslee has been approved by the following: 

 

 

_____________________________ 

Faizah Idrus 

Supervisor 
 

 

_____________________________ 

Mohamad Ridhuan Abdullah 

Co-Supervisor 
 

 

_____________________________ 

Ainol Madziah Zubairi 

Co-Supervisor 
 

 

_____________________________ 

Nik Suryani Nik Abd Rahman 

Internal Examiner 
 

 

_____________________________ 

Supyan Hussin 

External Examiner 
 

 

_____________________________ 

Ain Nadzimah Abdullah 

External Examiner 
 

 

_____________________________ 

Saim Kayadibi 

Chairman 

 



 

v 

DECLARATION 

 

 

 

 
I hereby declare that this thesis is the result of my own investigations, except where 

otherwise stated. I also declare that it has not been previously or concurrently 

submitted as a whole for any other degrees at IIUM or other institutions. 

 

Nor Nadia Raslee  

 

Signature ...........................................................             Date ......................................... 

 



 

vi 

 

COPYRIGHT 

INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC UNIVERSITY MALAYSIA 
 

 

DECLARATION OF COPYRIGHT AND AFFIRMATION OF 

FAIR USE OF UNPUBLISHED RESEARCH 
 

 

EXAMINING ACCURACY IN STUDENTS’ SPOKEN AND 

WRITTEN ENGLISH LANGUAGE VIA DIGITAL 

STORYTELLING 
 

 

I declare that the copyright holders of this thesis are jointly owned by the student and 

IIUM. 

 
Copyright © 2020 Nor Nadia Raslee and International Islamic University Malaysia. All rights reserved. 

 

No part of this unpublished research may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 

or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 

recording or otherwise without prior written permission of the copyright holder 

except as provided below 

 

1. Any material contained in or derived from this unpublished research may 

only be used by others in their writing with due acknowledgement. 

 

2. IIUM or its library will have the right to make and transmit copies (print 

or electronic) for institutional and academic purposes.  

 

3. The IIUM library will have the right to make, store in a retrieved system 

and supply copies of this unpublished research if requested by other 

universities and research libraries. 

 

By signing this form, I acknowledged that I have read and understand the IIUM 

Intellectual Property Right and Commercialization policy. 

 

 

 

 

Affirmed by Nor Nadia Raslee 
                             

 

                                                                                            

              

       ……..……………………..                         ……………………….. 

                    Signature                                            Date     
 



 

vii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

First of foremost, my ultimate gratitude is to Allah for awarding me the patience, 

strength, persistence and perseverance to complete my journey. His Grace and Mercy 

kept me afloat during tough times and made me a better person. One quote helped 

motivate me which was: if you think education is expensive, try ignorance 

(Anonymous). This quote helped remind me that good things take time. Every time I 

feel like giving up, Allah has bestowed upon me the strength to persevere and 

blessings.  

 

Next, I owe my successes to the prayers and well wishes to my parents whose 

love and support mean everything to me. Thank you for being patient and 

understanding with me and putting up with my quirks. May Allah bless you, Mama 

and Papa.  

 

Special mention goes to my ever-supporting supervisor, Assoc. Prof. Dr. 

Faizah Idrus, who rescued me when I was struggling with my PhD. Without your 

guidance, kindness, helpful suggestions, and academic support, I may still be lost. 

You made this journey bearable, and an amazing once-in-a-lifetime experience. You 

always made time to see me and was always so patient with me. I appreciate it very 

much! May Allah bless you, Dr. Faizah.  

 

Not forgetting, thank you to my employer for supporting and permitting me to 

further my studies. May all dark clouds have silver linings.  

  

Finally, but by no means least, my gratitude goes to many other people who 

have so generously contributed whether directly and indirectly, to the work presented 

in this thesis. May Allah bless you all. 

 

With this PhD, I hope to be a better teacher, daughter and Muslimah. May 

Allah bestowed upon me patience and strength to endure more challenges ahead. 

 

 



 

viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................ ii 
Abstract in Arabic ........................................................................................................ iii 

Approval Page .............................................................................................................. iv 
Copyright ..................................................................................................................... vi 
Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................... vii 
List of Tables ............................................................................................................... xiii 
List of Figures .............................................................................................................. xiv 

List of Abbreviations ................................................................................................... xvi 

 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ...................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background of the Study ........................................................................... 1 
1.2 English Language Teaching in Malaysia .................................................. 4 
1.3 Statement of the Problem .......................................................................... 10 
1.4 Task-Based Approach To Language Teaching ......................................... 11 

1.5 Accuracy and the Present Research .......................................................... 13 
1.6 An Introduction to Digital Storytelling ..................................................... 16 

1.7 Purpose of the Study ................................................................................. 19 
1.8 Research Objectives and Research Questions .......................................... 21 

1.9 Significance of the Research ..................................................................... 22 
1.10  Operational Definition of Terms .............................................................. 23 

1.10.1 Digital Storytelling ...................................................................... 23 
1.10.2 Accuracy ...................................................................................... 24 

1.10.3 Task .............................................................................................. 24 
1.10.4 Task Complexity .......................................................................... 24 
1.10.5 Task Condition ............................................................................. 25 

1.10.6 Task Difficulty ............................................................................. 25 
1.10.7 Written Language ........................................................................ 26 

1.10.8 Spoken Language ......................................................................... 26 
1.11 Organisation of the Thesis ........................................................................ 27 

 

CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE 

REVIEW ...................................................................................................................... 29 
2.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 29 

2.2 Research Paradigm .................................................................................... 29 
2.2.1 Constructivist Paradigm .................................................................. 30 
2.2.2 A constructivist approach to Language Learning ........................... 32 

2.3 Research Design ........................................................................................ 33 
2.4 Multimodal Literacy.................................................................................. 34 

2.5 Multimodal Literacy Via Digital Storytelling ........................................... 39 
2.6 Developing Digital Storytelling ................................................................ 42 

2.6.1 Grouping Students .......................................................................... 42 

2.6.2 Brainstorming ................................................................................. 42 
2.6.3 Creating the Storyboard .................................................................. 45 
2.6.4 Writing the Scripts .......................................................................... 46 
2.6.5 Rehearsing Digital Storytelling ...................................................... 47 



 

ix 

2.6.6 Presenting Digital Storytelling ....................................................... 48 
2.7 Theories in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) .................................... 51 

2.8 Interlingual and Intralingual Errors ........................................................... 55 
2.9 Theoretical Framework ............................................................................. 56 
2.10  Cognitive Complexity in Cognition Hypothesis ...................................... 62 
2.11  Predictions of the Cognition Hypothesis ................................................. 67 
2.12  Cognition Hypothesis and Digital Storytelling ........................................ 68 

2.13  Student Engagement Theory .................................................................... 71 
2.14  Summary of the Chapter .......................................................................... 74 

 

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ........................................ 75 
3.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 75 

3.2 Justification for the Qualitative Approach in the Present Study ............... 75 
3.3 Ethical Considerations .............................................................................. 76 

3.3.1 Gaining Access ............................................................................... 77 
3.3.2 Overcoming Potential Researcher Bias .......................................... 77 
3.3.3 Informed Consent and Anonymity ................................................. 78 
3.3.4 Confidentiality ................................................................................ 78 

3.3.5 Copyright Laws .............................................................................. 79 
3.4 Pilot Testing .............................................................................................. 80 

3.4.1 Piloting the Instruments .................................................................. 81 
3.4.2 Piloting Digital Storytelling ............................................................ 82 
3.4.3 Conclusion of the Pilot Study ......................................................... 83 

3.5 Research Setting ........................................................................................ 84 

3.5.1 Research Site .................................................................................. 85 
3.5.2 Selection of Research Participants .................................................. 85 
3.5.3 Demography of the Participants ..................................................... 86 

3.6 Research Instruments ................................................................................ 87 
3.7 Document Analysis ................................................................................... 88 

3.7.1 Analysis Procedures ........................................................................ 89 
3.7.2 Justifications for the Document Analysis Method .......................... 90 
3.7.3 Measuring Language Constructs .................................................... 93 

3.7.4 Unit of analysis for Written and Spoken Language ........................ 94 
3.8 Thematic Analysis ..................................................................................... 96 

3.8.1 Overview of the Coding Process .................................................... 97 
3.8.2 Emergent themes from the Conditional Relationship Guide .......... 100 
3.8.3 Vlogs and Journal Entries as Data Sources .................................... 102 
3.8.4 Justifications for Vlog and Journal Entry as Research 

instruments ...................................................................................... 103 

3.9 Data Saturation .......................................................................................... 104 
3.10  Validity and Trustworthiness ................................................................... 105 

3.10.1 Credibility .................................................................................... 106 
3.10.2 Transferability .............................................................................. 108 
3.10.3 Dependability ............................................................................... 109 

3.10.4 Confirmability .............................................................................. 110 
3.10.5 The research Audit Trail .............................................................. 111 

3.11  Summary of the Chapter .......................................................................... 112 

 



 

x 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION TO RESEARCH 

QUESTION 1 ............................................................................................................. 114 

4.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 114 
4.2 Accuracy of Written Language ................................................................. 114 

4.2.1 Subject-Verb Agreement ................................................................ 118 
4.2.2 Sentence Structure .......................................................................... 120 
4.2.3 Vocabulary ...................................................................................... 122 

4.2.4 Tenses ............................................................................................. 124 
4.2.5 First Language Interference ............................................................ 125 
4.2.6 Prepositions..................................................................................... 127 
4.2.7 Cohesive Devices ............................................................................ 128 
4.2.8 Articles ............................................................................................ 130 

4.2.9 Case Markers .................................................................................. 130 
4.2.10 Coherence and Cohesion ................................................................ 131 

4.2.11 Misspelling ..................................................................................... 133 
4.2.12 Apostrophe ...................................................................................... 134 
4.2.13 Modals and be Verbs ...................................................................... 135 

4.3 Discussion ................................................................................................. 137 

4.4 Accuracy of Spoken Language ................................................................. 144 
4.4.1 Misinformation ............................................................................... 149 

4.4.2 Subject-Verb Agreement ................................................................ 152 
4.4.3 Verb Form ....................................................................................... 154 
4.4.4 Addition .......................................................................................... 157 

4.4.5 Word Form ...................................................................................... 158 

4.4.6 Misordering ..................................................................................... 160 
4.4.7 Omission ......................................................................................... 162 
4.4.8 First Language Interference ............................................................ 164 

4.4.9 Cohesion ......................................................................................... 166 
4.4.10 Pronouns ......................................................................................... 168 

4.4.11 Prepositions..................................................................................... 169 
4.4.12 Question Form ................................................................................ 170 

4.5 Other Types of Errors................................................................................ 170 

4.5.1 Mispronunciation ............................................................................ 170 
4.5.2 Use of Fillers ................................................................................... 171 

4.6 Discussion ................................................................................................. 173 
4.7 Summary of the Chapter ........................................................................... 181 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION TO RESEARCH 

QUESTION 2 AND RESEARCH QUESTION 3 ................................................... 183 

5.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 183 
5.2 Emerging Themes Based On the Cognition Hypothesis ........................... 184 
5.3 Emerging Themes in the Task Condition Dimension ............................... 187 

5.3.1 Participation Elements Making Interactional Demands ................. 188 
5.3.1.1 Task Commitment ............................................................. 189 

5.3.1.2 Opinion Sharing................................................................. 191 
5.3.1.3 Public Speaking ................................................................. 192 

5.3.2 Participation elements making interactant demands ....................... 194 
5.3.2.1 Self-Expression.................................................................. 194 
5.3.2.2 Peer Support ...................................................................... 195 



 

xi 

5.3.2.3 Critical Thinking ............................................................... 196 
5.3.2.4 Integration of Language Skills (Reading, Writing, 

Listening, Speaking) .......................................................... 196 
5.4 Emerging Themes in the Task Difficulty Dimension ............................... 200 

5.4.1 Ability elements and Task-Relevant Resource Differentials .......... 201 
5.4.1.1 Facilitation ......................................................................... 201 
5.4.1.2 Language Proficiency ........................................................ 202 

5.4.1.3 Integration of digital tools ................................................. 203 
5.4.2 Affective Elements and Task-Relevant State-Trait 

Differentials .................................................................................... 206 
5.4.2.1 Task Motivation................................................................. 206 
5.4.2.2 Anxiety .............................................................................. 207 

5.4.2.3 Conflict Management ........................................................ 208 
5.4.2.4 Time Management ............................................................. 209 

5.5 In-Vivo Codes ........................................................................................... 212 
5.5.1 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Soft skills ................................ 213 
5.5.2 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Confidence .............................. 215 
5.5.3 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Creativity................................. 216 

5.5.4 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Critical thinking ...................... 217 
5.5.5 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Language ................................. 218 

5.5.6 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Teamwork ............................... 218 
5.5.7 Advantage of Digital Storytelling: Presentation skills ................... 219 

5.6 Discussion ................................................................................................. 220 

5.7 Summary of the Chapter ........................................................................... 225 

 

CHAPTER SIX: SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ........ 227 
6.1 Recapitulation of the Purpose, Research Questions and Research 

Findings ..................................................................................................... 227 
6.1.1 Written and spoken accuracy via Digital Storytelling .................... 227 

6.1.2 The significance of the stages in Digital Storytelling ..................... 231 
6.1.3 Dimensions of Task Condition and Task Difficulty in Digital 

Storytelling ..................................................................................... 232 

6.2 Contribution To the Body of Knowledge.................................................. 234 
6.3 Implications of the Study .......................................................................... 237 

6.3.1 Theoretical Implications ................................................................. 237 
6.3.2 Pedagogical Implication ................................................................. 243 

6.4 Limitations of the Research ...................................................................... 247 
6.5 Recommendations For Future Research ................................................... 250 

6.5.1 Methodological Recommendations ................................................ 250 

6.5.2 Policy Makers, Administrators and syllabus designers .................. 251 
6.5.3 Parents, Teachers and the Community ........................................... 252 
6.5.4 Language Learners .......................................................................... 253 

6.6 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................. 253 

 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................... 255 

 

APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM ............................................. 273 
APPENDIX B: SAMPLE OF STORYBOARD ...................................................... 275 
APPENDIX C: SAMPLE OF SCRIPT .................................................................... 277 



 

xii 

APPENDIX D: LIST OF QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION ....... 281 
APPENDIX E: SAMPLE TRANSCRIPT OF WRITTEN LANGUAGE ............ 282 

APPENDIX F: SAMPLE TRANSCRIPT OF SPOKEN LANGUAGE ............... 287 
 

 

 

 



 

xiii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table No.                                                                                                        Page No. 

2.1 Literacy processes of print-based materials vs. digital technology 37 

2.2 Suggested themes for developing personal stories in Digital 

Storytelling 43 

2.3 Outline of processes in developing Digital Storytelling 50 

2.4 Three classificatory dimensions of tasks in the Cognition 

Hypothesis 61 

3.1 Questions for participants’ reflective responses 82 

3.2 The pilot tested instruments 88 

3.3 Additional codes obtained from written language 98 

3.4 Description of categories in the Conditional Relationship Guide 101 

3.5 The research audit trail 111 

4.1 Total errors in written language 115 

4.2 Total errors in spoken language 146 

4.3 Description of types of errors in Surface Strategy Taxonomy 147 

5.1 Themes constructed from findings 185 

5.2 Themes identified within the Task Condition dimension 193 

5.3 Themes identified within the Task Condition dimension 198 

5.4 Themes identified within the Task Difficulty dimension 205 

5.5 Themes identified within the Task Difficulty dimension 210 

6.1 A representation on how the findings relate to the theory 236 

6.2 Task Complexity dimension of Cognition Hypothesis 239 



 

xiv 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 Figure No.                                                                                                        Page No. 

2.1 Krashen’s (2009) theories in second language acquisition 51 

2.2 Variables in the Affective Filter Hypothesis 54 

2.3 An illustration of the Affective Filter Hypothesis 54 

2.4 Model of Digital Storytelling and Task Complexity dimension 68 

2.5 Model of Digital Storytelling and Task Condition dimension 70 

2.6 Model of Digital Storytelling and Task Difficulty dimension 71 

2.7 Learning experiences via Zone of Proximal Development 72 

2.8 Student engagement theory 73 

3.1 Triangulation of data sources 91 

3.2 Units of analysis for written and spoken language 95 

3.3 Coded written language from ATLAS.ti 99 

3.4 Merged codes from spoken and written language 99 

4.1 Sample of student’s transcribed journal entry 116 

4.2 Sample of student’s transcribed journal entry 116 

4.3 Sample of document analysis of written language 117 

4.4 Sample of document analysis of written language 117 

4.5 Major errors affecting accuracy in written language 138 

4.6 Video stills of participants recording their vlogs 147 

4.7 Sample of student's transcribed vlog 148 

4.8 Errors analysed via document analysis 148 

4.9 Errors analysed via document analysis 149 

4.10 Major errors affecting accuracy in spoken language 173 

5.1 Emergent themes on dimensions Task Condition and Task 

Difficulty 186 



 

xv 

5.2 Themes within the Task Condition dimension 188 

5.3 Themes within the Task Difficulty dimension 200 

5.4 The impact of each stage in Digital Storytelling on participants 212 

5.5 Emerging themes from thematic analysis 221 

6.1 An illustration of major errors in written and spoken language 228 

6.2 The explicit and implicit stages in Digital Storytelling 231 



 

xvi 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

SPM  Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia 

 

 

 



 

1 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1  BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The impetus of this study is rooted in issues such as graduate unemployability, and 

English proficiency in Malaysia. The researcher sought to understand the phenomena 

by exploring areas such as English as a second language and language learning 

motivation. There have been numerous researches in the areas of English as a second 

language, language proficiency, the language skills and learner motivation. However, 

not enough is known about the spoken and written accuracy of language production in 

the Malaysian context. Furthermore, the researcher is interested in investigating how 

the elements in the Cognition Hypothesis relate with one another in implementing a 

task in the language classroom. The disciplines in the present research include 

language, psychology, digital literacy, multimodal literacy and task-based approach. 

Throughout this thesis, important areas will be elaborated to elucidate the audience on 

how these disciplines converged in the context of this study. 

In the Malaysian public-school syllabus, English has been part of the syllabus 

(English as a Second Language) since 1957 with the realization of the Education 

Ordinance. Then, it was reaffirmed in the Education Act 1961 and 1996, and finally 

issued in the National Education Policy in 1970 (Azman, 2016). Formally, in 

Malaysia, students attended six years of primary school and five years of secondary 

school. Every week for 11 years, students were exposed to approximately 200 minutes 

of English at school (Darus, 2009).  

All fifth-form, secondary school students who were attending public schools in 

Malaysia must sit for the national examination called the Malaysian Certificate of 
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Education or Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM). To qualify them for enrolment in a 

diploma programme in higher learning, they must earn a pass in English. 

Unfortunately, this meant that students only needed to acquire a minimum grade C in 

their secondary school exam which is the passing grade for English in SPM.  

This led to the mismatch of the reality in the Malaysian educational setting 

with the expectations of educators and future employers. Despite 11 years of formal 

schooling, a majority of school leavers have noticeably poor mastery of English. ‘The 

Malaysian Employers Federation has voiced its concern…that students, even with 

distinction grades, are unable to converse and communicate in English’ (Vethamani, 

2014, para 1). 

‘There is no better predictor of a nation’s future than what is currently 

happening in its classrooms’ (Preliminary Report of the Malaysia Education Blueprint 

2013– 2025, p. 1). In other words, what takes place in its classrooms can determine 

the success of a country. In line with the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025, the 

Ministry sees it fit for students to be better prepared to meet global challenges by 

embracing qualities of resilience, curiousness, innovativeness and communicative 

competence. Classrooms must prepare and provide for students by fitting its 

curriculum to be relevant with the changing times. Simultaneously, this shift focuses 

on curriculum revolving around technology as it is undeniable that today’s generation 

is among the digital natives. This change and growth in the education system also 

include efforts to improve the teaching and learning in the second language.  

It can be hard to detect and provide help to weak students while they were at 

school. The system in Malaysian schools do not hold back students (grade retention). 

As the school year ended, they would continue to advance in their grades (also known 

as, standard) although they might be placed in weaker classes. Students were allowed 
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‘automatic progression or social promotion’ in their schools (Briggs, 2013). Grade 

retention is not the answer to identifying weak students, but unfortunately, to advance 

the students to the next grade can also be unfair due to their lack of readiness to tackle 

more advanced syllabi. For years the reality in Malaysia was that students, no matter 

how weak, would advance through the grades. Then, some would enrol into higher 

learning once they left school. To enter higher learning, they must fulfil certain 

requirements as entailed by their faculty of choice.  

Most graduates who failed to acquire jobs after graduation are the outcomes 

and products of the present practice. There is little time and effort allocated in the 

syllabi to develop students’ language skills. A 40-minute lesson seldom allowed 

students to practice English at all. Rather, the lessons were often focused on the 

teachers delivering the rules and students listening passively. The reality was that the 

students’ speaking ability was most often be left to chance such as through 

extracurricular activities, or interaction with classmates, friends and family. 

Additionally, these activities mainly prepared them for speaking assessments, but not 

for interaction in the real world. As compared to the short amount of time spent on 

speaking activities, even less was allocated for listening; ‘listening skills is even 

scarcer and neglected’ (Vethamani, 2014, para. 6).  

Examinations such as SPM mainly tested students’ reading and writing skills. 

Therefore, most of the teachers’ effort and attention went into developing students’ 

proficiency in these skills. Perhaps another reason was that little focus was given to 

the oral communication because the oral examination is merely a school-based 

assessment and it did not contribute to the SPM grade. Additionally, since 2002, there 

were no formal tests to measure students’ listening ability. Thus, these two skills: 

listening and speaking were not assessed formally. There is concern that marks for 



 

4 

speaking assessments in schools were also given arbitrarily, as subjective evaluation 

by teachers would affect ‘the reliability and the validity of scores across schools’ 

(Vethamani, 2014, para. 9). As an outcome, years of schooling trained students to take 

examinations rather than to become proficient users of the language.  

The four language skills needed to be integrated to be cognitively demanding, 

and functionally complex with the purpose of imitating real-world task. In an exam-

oriented syllabus, the grades that students obtained should reflect the true quality of 

the students’ proficiency. Unfortunately, despite obtaining a distinction, exam grades 

only measured students’ ability to read and write in English (Vethamani, 2014). The 

researcher believed that it is unfair and inappropriate to consider a student as a 

‘proficient or even adequate’ English speaker, when in fact, ‘they were neither taught 

nor tested in a manner that would help them develop their speaking skills’ throughout 

their 11 years in schools (Vethamani, 2014, para.16). The researcher believed that 

another, more engaging method to teach and expose English to learners is needed so 

that other factors that inhibit learners in English can be minimised or eliminated.   

 

1.2  ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING IN MALAYSIA  

The history of English language teaching in Malaysia began since the colonization of 

British in the Malay states. As a country that was previously colonized by the British 

rule, English was the language of administration (Gaudart, 1987). Post-Independence 

saw the enforcement of the New Education Policy in 1970, which led to a uniformed 

curriculum in the vernacular schools. Hence, Bahasa Malaysia was recognised as 

Malaysia’s national language and it became the medium of instruction in schools. The 

policy was established with the intent to create a national identity and unity among the 

people. The government felt that only the elite benefited from English while, others in 
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the outskirts, who were not proficient in the language, were side-lined (Haji Omar, 

1996). Thus, post-Independence was the beginning of a new chapter in the history of 

the English language as a second language in Malaysia. Even though it was felt that 

the New Education Policy would benefit the people of Malaysia, some people feared 

that the English standard among Malaysian students will decline and lead to poor 

results in the national English exam. Consequently, this will result in missed economic 

competitiveness and lack of development and growth (Mohamad, 1991). 

Over the past decade, one of the notable efforts by the Malaysian government 

to improve the English language was the teaching of the Science and Math in English 

(Gooch, 2009). The fourth Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamad, implemented the 

policy in 2003 as an attempt to improve graduates’ English proficiency and 

employability rate (Gooch, 2009). However, merely six years after the 

implementation, the policy was scrapped. Some of the argument for the reason 

discontinuing the policy was that the Malay nationalists felt that by enforcing the 

teaching of English in Science and Math, the government was side-lining the position 

of Malay as the national language (Gooch, 2009). Contrary to the government’s 

standing on the matter, many parents and employers chose for English to remain as 

the language of instruction for Science and Math (Gooch, 2009).  

The Malaysian Employers Federation who had pushed urgently for English to 

remain as an instructional medium, felt that the switch was a huge setback in 

improving the level of English proficiency in the country (Gooch, 2009). While the 

Malaysian Employers Federation applauded the efforts of the government to employ 

more English teachers, it was felt that poor English fluency is an unresolved 

disadvantage in the country’s workforce, which was made worse since the public 

sector’s main language is English. Consequently, this meant that local graduates were 
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further disadvantaged and would not be able to fulfil the needs and demands of the 

public and private employers (Gooch, 2009). 

The present scenario in Malaysia revealed that there were approximately 

200,000 unemployed graduates and the main reason was due to poor English language 

proficiency, as reported by the Malaysian Employers Federation (Malaysian 

Employers Federation, 2018). Employers were reportedly surprised when they met job 

applicants, who applied with immaculate resumes and cover letters, in perfect English, 

but failed to communicate well on the phone or face to face. Job applicants found it 

even more challenging when they applied for employment in the private sector. It is a 

sad and disturbing scenario because annually, there are about 200,000 graduates who 

have spent years studying and earning their degrees and diplomas, but a quarter 

eventually ended up unemployed due to lack of communication skills (Malaysian 

Employers Federation, 2018). Some of the comments from potential employers were 

that while the students know that they were supposed to be proficient in English, they 

still failed to accomplish even the basic communication. Even though their resumes 

and cover letters were spotless, the stark contrast could be seen during the interview 

where sometimes, not only was English the problem, but their confidence was also 

lacking. Most applicants also resorted to memorizing their resumes, which came off 

sounding rehearsed and stiff to the employers. When asked an out-of-the-box-

question, some responded by directly translating from their mother tongue (Malaysian 

Employers Federation, 2018).  

The Minister of Education reported that a recent survey revealed that there was 

an improvement in graduates’ level of English. However, this contradicted with one of 

the major employers, who stated that over the past five years, the English levels 

among applicants have deteriorated greatly (Malaysian Employers Federation, 2018). 
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In 2014, English was planned to be made a compulsory pass subject for the public 

examination (Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia) (Naidu, 20 November 2015). Unfortunately, 

the plan was postponed after initial survey revealed that 25% of the students who took 

the test would have failed. A total of 400,000 students sat for the test, thus 25% would 

amount to 100,000 failures (Naidu, 20 November 2015). In the Malaysian setting 

where most of the population are bilingual, some of the population still only managed 

to speak their mother tongue. Although English is a subject taught at school, many are 

not able to master it. This scenario is most apparent when one goes to the rural areas 

where awareness and emphasis on the language is minimal (Naidu, 20 November 

2015). 

In 2015, as part of the government’s high-immersion programme, a dual-

language programme was introduced (Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia, 2016). 

This initiative was another effort made by the government following the failure of the 

implementation of the teaching of Science and Math in English in 2009. In the initial 

stage of implementation, the dual-language programme would allow 300 schools to 

teach Mathematics, Information Technology, Science, among many others, in either 

English or Malay. The initiative, led by PEMANDU (2015), sought to solve the recent 

issue of unemployed graduates.  

During a dialogue session on the Malaysia Education Blueprint, the former 

Minister of Education, Muhyiddin Yassin remarked that something was amiss if after 

spending at least 11 years in both primary and secondary schools learning English, 

students were still struggling to articulate the language. 
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I am baffled on why our children after completing pre-school, primary 

school, secondary school, and tertiary education still cannot converse in 

English...They start learning English at pre-schools, and then they move 

on to primary and secondary schools...they should have the basic 

knowledge and they continue learning the language in universities... that 

is another four to five years... there should not be a problem...When 

students move on to higher learning institutions, the focus should be on 

upscaling, polishing and improving the command of the language 

(Muhyiddin Yassin in The Borneo Post, 10 December 2014, para. 3). 

 

Despite the efforts of the government such as the implementation of teaching 

of Math and Science in English, the dual-language programme, and the formal years 

of schooling, there persisted an inconsistency in the outcome or results. In other 

words, the output or the mass product of the education system did not seem to reflect 

the input. Students who were the result of Malaysia’s education system were still 

underperforming in the English language (Bidin, Jusoff, Aziz, Salleh, & Tajudin, 

2009; Zubairi & Sarudin, 2009; Wei, 2014; Muftah & Rafic-Galea, 2013; Md Yunus 

& Che Mat, 2014). 

Undeniably, language acquisition depends greatly on a lot of factors and 

Skehan (1989) remarked that each learner acquires language differently, in which their 

success rate depends on their learning styles, attitude, motivation, intellectual 

capability (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Spada & Lightbown, 1993; Walqui, 2000; Pour-

Mohammadi, Abidin, & Ahmad, 2012). It is conclusive that learner motivation and 

attitude is fundamental in language acquisition and therefore, were among the major 

reasons for poor English proficiency among Malaysian students (Thang, Ting & 

Jaafar, 2011).  

The results in a related study led by Muftah and Rafic-Galea (2013) on 

motivation in language learning among Malaysian pre-university students, revealed 

that students were less driven to learn English in school. However, their motivation 


