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Abstract

In Malaysia, students are required to learn the English language starting from Year One
to Form Five With eleven years of learning the language, students are expected to have
attamned a high level of proficiency in English However, Malaysians’ English language
acquusttion 1s still far from satisfactory even after years of exposure to English in a formal
classroom setting Alarmed by the decline of English proficiency amongst students, the
Malaysian Ministry of Education decided that begmning 2003, Englhish would be the
language of nstruction for mathematics and science subjects in primary and secondary
schools, 1n the hope that English will be given the recognition it deserves in education
On the same note, the Mimstry also decided that English be introduced to preschoolers
Therefore 1n Malaysia, preschool children are taught English so that they will be able to
understand some mstructions in the language when they are in Year One This paper will
discuss a study done to gauge the basic knowledge of 821 preschool children in English
In our research, we aimed to assess these preschool children’s basic knowledge at the end
of their preschool year to determine if they have attained the basic knowledge required as
preparation for year one in Primary school Two tests were adminustered, the first test
deals with their writing, reading and letter recogmitton abilities Another test consisting
of questions to evaluate their basic knowledge of English such as simple subject-verb
agreement (am, 1s, are), names of body parts, numbers (1 — 10), simple prepositions (on,
in, under) and colours was also given Out of these children, 160 of them were then
randomly selected and interviewed individually to assess their ability to respond to
simple questions n Enghsh These children were also given a 20-word passage to read
aloud and their ability to say and pronounce each word clearly and correctly were
recorded In addition, the researchers also spent many hours observing the students while
teachers were teaching them The results of the study identified areas that children may
have problems with such as articles, verbs, prepositions and conjunctions
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Introduction

Educators have always claimed that the early years are ‘prime time’ and the ‘formative
years’ for language development, where developmental domams such as physical/motor,
soctal-emotional, cogmtive and commumnication-language will undergo rapid
development The ability to listen, speak, read and write in the language will allow
continued acceptance and posttive relationships with family and friends and promotes
self-confidence and pride 1n the children Thus it 1s particularly important that Enghsh
language be introduced to children at the preschool level so that they will feel confident
and comfortable using 1t to communicate with each other ~ However, mtroduction to
English at this level has to be done carefully so that children see English as fun and not a
difficult skill to master because whatever attitude the children may have formed towards
Enghsh at this level will be carried with them throughout their schooling years

In the case of Malaysia’s preschool education, children are mtroduced to English
language 1n the hope that they will become familiar with the language when they enter
primary school, where mathematics and science subjects will be taught n English  If
children have some basic knowledge of English before they enter year 1 in primary
school, 1t 1s hoped that they will not be left behind in the content subjects such as
mathematics and science Moreover if children are mtroduced to Enghsh language about
the same time they are learning the Malay language formally, the nation’s dream of
having truly bilingual citizens will become a reality

The approach to teaching Enghsh 1n preschool should be one that provides ample practice
for children to hsten, read, write and speak the language as early as possible because the
younger the children are, the probabihty of them acquiring the target language 1s higher
It 1s also important that children are given the opportunity to listen to spoken English and
practice speaking the language frequently As many Malaysian children do not know any
English when they come to school, teachers i preschool should use simple nstructions
n English to build up the children’s ability to hsten to and understand English 1n order to
build a positive environment towards learming English 1 their own classrooms

In order to offer gmdance in the teaching of English language in Malaysian preschools
the Ministry of Education has developed a National Curriculum to ensure that the basic
knowledge n Enghsh is taught nationwide According to the National Preschool
Curriculum, the aims of teaching reading m preschool are to recogmze letters of the
alphabet, read simple and famihar words, and read simple sentences independently In
the area of speaking skills, the aims are to communicate with peers, teachers and other
adults by carryng out simple conversations like to greet and to thank, use simple
statements such as to talk about familiar experiences, to sing songs and recite rthymes and
poems Whereas for wnting, students are expected to form recognizable letters, write
simple words and write simple sentences A summary of the aims of the National
Preschool Curriculum 1s provided in Appendix A

In our research, we attempted to assess Society Development’s (KEMAS) preschool
children’s basic knowledge of Enghsh at the end of their preschool year to see if they



have attamned the necessary level required as preparation for year 1 n primary school We
attempted to see how much children have learned before they enter primary school
KEMAS preschools are chosen 1n this study because many Malay children from low to
muddle class income groups attend this preschool due to its low fees and convement
location These preschools are run by the Malaysian government to provide affordable
preschool education to children m the rural and suburban areas

Sample and Methodology

Two mstruments were developed in order to assess the preschool children’s knowledge
and ability to communicate in English The first instrument consisted of three sections
Reading, Writing and Letter Recognition A total of 821 five- to six-year-olds were
randomly selected from 50 KEMAS preschools in Penang and Seberang Perai and given
the mstrument to test therr basic knowledge of English The test consisted of 8 sections
where children are expected to fill in the blanks and do matching exercises First, the
children were asked to write their names on the question booklet Their ability to write
their names clearly and correctly was recorded

A total of 160 children were then selected at random to take part in a one-to-one reading
session with the researchers In the reading section, the children were given a four-
sentence passage to read aloud There were 20 words altogether m the passage
comprising nouns, pronouns, verbs, adverbs, adjectives, conjunctions and articles The
children’s ability to say and pronounce each word clearly and correctly was recorded on a
4-point scale ranging from 0’ for no response to ‘4’ for fluent and accurate reading This
was followed by a 15-item sub-test in which the children were tested on therr ability to
recogmze letters of the alphabet For this section, the researcher would say an alphabet
and the child would have to indicate the alphabet mentioned by circling the correct
answer from the three choices given Their answers were recorded as rnight, wrong or no
answer

Finally, these children were mterviewed mdividually to look nto their abilities to respond
orally to eleven simple questions in English The questions were arranged from simple
Yes/No-answer type of questions like “Do you have any brothers or sisters?, “Do you
ke to come to school?, “Do you hike to sing?”, to one-word response type of questions
like 'What 1s your name”,? “How are you today?”, “How old are you?”, and complex-
answer and respond-in-sentence type of questions such as, “Why do you come to school?”
The responses were recorded on the basis of the number of questions the children were
able to respond to correctly The questions were read to the children and researchers give
explanations in Malay language so that children who were not famihiar with Englsh
could understand the questions



Results and discussion

Of the 821 children who took the test, 614 children (74 8 %) were able to wrnte their
names correctly while 207 (25 5%) was not able to do so In the section where children
were asked to identify stationary items such as ruler, book, bag and pencil by filling n
the blanks with the correct items, findings showed that 6 3% gave all incorrect answers
3 7% managed to get 1 answer correct and 14 5% answered 2 items correctly The
mayority of 63 3% managed to answer all the items correctly

Children were also asked to match 10 items of body parts to the corresponding picture
The body parts given were mouth, hand, leg, hair, eye, fingers, nose, ear, arm and foot
Findings as displayed in Table 1, showed that 69 3% could get half of the items correct
while 37 9% managed to get all the items correct

Table 1 Correct Responses for Identifying Body Parts

Number of Correct responses
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Frequency | 75 | 32 [ 39 | 48 | 58 | 46 | 33 | 46 | 70 | 63 | 311

Percentage | 91 {39 |48 |58 |71 (56|40 56 |85|77 379
%
Mean=6 67

In the next section, children were asked to fill in the blanks with correct subject-verb
agreement such as s, are and am Findings showed that 68 8% of the children could
answer 4 to 5 questions correctly Only 8 6% answered all incorrectly Detailed results
are shown n Table 2 below

Table 2 Correct responses for Subject-verb-agreement

Number of Correct responses
0 1 2 3 4 5 Total
Frequency 71 12 39 134 161 404 821

Percentage 86 15 48 16 3 196 492 100
%
Mean =3 84

In the preposition section children were given 5 pictures and they were to underline the
correct preposition to use under each picture Findings showed that 14% gave mcorrect
responses and 2 9% managed to get 1 answer correct A simple majority of 51 7%
managed to give all correct responses as can be seen 1n Table 3 below






