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ABSTRACT 
This thesis reports a research project conducted with and for the Orang Asli (OA) of Malaysia 
by an OA researcher. The OA (literally means original people) are the Indigenous peoples of 
Peninsular Malaysia. Among many other struggles faced by the OA of Malaysia, two 
educational issues that have constantly been highlighted in the literature are the high dropout 
rates and the low educational attainment amongst OA students. Across the subjects, English 
language is one of the weakest areas of learning for the students despite the language being a 
key requirement to maximize employability in the local and global workforce. This highlights 
the complex multilingual challenge that many OA students are facing in order to succeed in 
their formal education and subsequently navigate the globalised workforce. This study aimed 
to understand the English language learning of OA students in Malaysia by looking into the 
complex interplay of the main languages (OA languages, Malay and English) that coexist in 
the language ecology of OA students in Malaysia. It also aimed to explore the attitudes of 
OA students and parents towards these languages and their formal language learning in 
school. In addition, beliefs of teachers of OA students were also explored for a comprehensive 
picture of the subject.  
  
This mixed-methods study has been framed within a transformative framework that is 
embedded with elements of Indigenous methodologies. To ensure a comprehensive 
understanding of the subject under investigation, voices of OA students, OA parents and their 
teachers were foregrounded using multiple data collection strategies such as survey, 
interview, classroom observation, photovoice and an Indigenous method called sharing circle. 
To analyse and interpret the data, the works of various notable scholars such as the affordance 
theory (Gibson, 1979; Aronin & Singleton, 2012), the Dominant Language Constellation 
theory (Aronin, 2014) as well as the notions of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991) have been 
used to frame the discussion of findings.  
  
Several significant findings resulted from the data analysis. First, new insights into the 
complex linguistic repertoires of OA students, highlighting limitations around fixed notions 
of local, national and international languages have been found in this study. Secondly, the 
participating OA students and their parents demonstrated mixed attitudes towards the 
languages in their language ecology reflecting issues of both OA identity and global 
aspirations. Thirdly, in terms of the use of OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge, it 
was found that only the linguistic knowledge is used to support their language learning in the 
classrooms while their cultural knowledge receives no major emphasis in their formal 
learning. It was also found that teachers hold mixed beliefs about their OA students, and many 
of these teachers view their OA students through a deficit lens. Finally, findings of this study 
also highlight the emergence of a group of high achieving OA students, which should be 
further explored in future research. This research proposes innovative ways of 
conceptualising OA students that will inform current and future policy development for the 
OA in Malaysia. 



 

2 

DECLARATION 
 

1) This thesis comprises only my own original work towards the Doctor of Philosophy, 
except where indicated in the Preface; 

2) Due acknowledgement has been made in the text to all other material used; and 
3) The thesis is fewer than the maximum word limit in length, exclusive of preface, tables, 

maps, bibliographies and appendices. 
 

 
 

Signed :  
 
 
 
 
(Suria Selasih Angit) 
 
Date :  27 November 2020 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

3 

PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
This thesis is a culmination of a long journey that began with a childhood dream of getting 
access to better education. As an Orang Asli child hailing from the vast Malaysian jungle, I 
saw how access to quality education was (and still is) a privilege that not all Orang Asli 
children could afford to experience. From the point where the dream had begun to the 
completion of this thesis, it had been a very humbling experience, and I owe this achievement 
to many incredible individuals-to whom I would like to extend my gratitude here. 
 
First and foremost, I thank my father, Angit Pedik for igniting the fire in my soul. It’s been 
25 years since he left us, but his spirit has never stopped lighting up our souls. For all the 
precious stories and voices that have made this thesis possible, I would like to thank my 
research participants- the Orang Asli communities, children of the soil of Malaysia and their 
teachers. Their stories and voices have become the beating heart of this thesis. They are not 
just words; they relay the dreams of our ancestors and reflect the hopes of our children for a 
better tomorrow in our sacred land. For this, their stories and voices will forever be honoured 
and treasured. 
  
From the bottom of my heart, with deep and sincere gratitude, I would like to thank my PhD 
supervisors at Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Dr Paul Molyneux and Professor 
Emeritus Joseph Lo Bianco for their endless support and guidance since the very first day I 
embarked on this PhD journey. Although this journey took longer than it should have been, 
both Paul and Joe were always very supportive and understanding. With their immense 
knowledge and expertise, they taught me so many things that I could ever give credit for here. 
I would also like to thank my Advisory Committee members, Professor Lesley Farrell, Dr 
Alan Williams and Associate Professor Shelley Gillis for their encouragement and sheer 
kindness. Above all, I thank Paul, Joe, Lesley, Alan and Shelley for having faith in me.  
  
I would also like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to the Malaysian Government and The 
University of Melbourne for the funding and scholarships that I received for my PhD 
programme at Melbourne Graduate School of Education. I gratefully acknowledge that this 
thesis would not have been possible without the financial support that I received throughout 
my PhD journey.  
 
On a more personal note, I would like to dedicate this thesis to my precious son, Rayyan 
Fansuri, whose formative years were tremendously shaped by the amazing adventures that 
we both shared throughout my PhD journey in such a beautiful foregin land, Australia. He 
is my superhero and I thank him for always sharing his superpowers with me. I am also 
indebted to my family, the amazing Angits - thank you for being my backbone. To my 
brother Nisra Nisran, I have no words to describe how grateful I am for everything you did 
to make this journey possible. Thank you for the unconditional love. Last but not least, I 
also thank my partner- Frederic Bergugnat for being my unbreakable strength. At one point, 
this journey felt like an impossible mission, but he lifted me up, making that final leap 
possible.To myself- thank you for holding on to that childhood dream. What a life-changing 
experience this has been.  

	 	



 

4 

Table of Contents 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT .......................................................................................................................... 1 
DECLARATION ................................................................................................................. 2 
PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ..................................................................... 3 

LIST OF FIGURES ........................................................................................................... 9 
LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................... 12 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS .......................................................................................... 14 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .................................................................................. 15 
1.0 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 15 
1.1  Context of the Study:  The OA of Malaysia ............................................................. 16 

1.1.1 The Malaysia Aboriginal Peoples Act, 1954. ......................................................... 21 
1.1.2 The History of OA. ................................................................................................. 22 
Pre-British colonial era (Pre 1771) . ............................................................................... 23 
British Colonial era (1771-1957). ................................................................................... 23 
Japanese Occupation and the Emergency Period (1941- 1960). .................................... 24 
Post-Independence Era (Post 1957). ............................................................................... 27 
1.1.3 Current Struggles of the OA Communities. ............................................................ 28 
Land rights. ...................................................................................................................... 29 
Poverty. ............................................................................................................................ 30 
Education. ........................................................................................................................ 32 
1.1.4 OA Education : Past and Present. ........................................................................... 32 
Low level of school retention. .......................................................................................... 35 
Low educational attainment. ............................................................................................ 37 

1.2 Problem Statement ....................................................................................................... 42 
1.3 Research Aims .............................................................................................................. 43 
1.4 Research Questions ...................................................................................................... 44 
1.5 Significance of the Study ............................................................................................. 44 
1.6 Personal Interest & Motivation .................................................................................. 45 
1.7 Organisation of this Thesis .......................................................................................... 46 

CHAPTER TWO : LITERATURE REVIEW .................................................................... 48 
2.0 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 48 
2.1 Understanding Indigeneity and Colonialism ............................................................. 49 

2.1.1 Indigeneity. ............................................................................................................. 49 
2.1.2 Colonialism. ............................................................................................................ 56 
2.1.3 Decolonisation: A Response to Colonialism. ......................................................... 57 

2.2 Understanding the Language Ecology of OA in Malaysia ....................................... 59 
2.2.1 Language Ecology. ................................................................................................. 59 
The sociocultural ecology of language. ........................................................................... 61 
2.2.2 Affordance Theory. ................................................................................................. 64 
2.2.3 The language ecology of Malaysia. ........................................................................ 67 
2.2.4 The Role of English as an International Language in Malaysia. ............................ 71 
2.2.5 Current Situations of OA Languages in Malaysia. ................................................. 74 
2.2.6 Language and Symbolic Power. ............................................................................. 77 

2.3 Multilingualism in Education ..................................................................................... 79 
2.3.1 Translanguaging theory in education. ..................................................................... 79 



 

5 

2.3.2 Research on OA Students’ Schooling Experience and English Language Learning.
.......................................................................................................................................... 82 

2.4 Chapter Conclusion ..................................................................................................... 85 
CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN ...................................................................... 86 

3.0 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 86 
3.1 Part 1: Methodological Issues in the Development of this Research ....................... 86 

3.1.1 A Transformative Study with Aspects of Indigenous Methodologies. ................... 87 
Transformative Paradigm. ............................................................................................... 87 
3.1.2 Incorporating Indigenous Research Methodologies: Transforming the Researched 
into Researchers. .............................................................................................................. 90 
3.1.3 Articulating the Indigenous Research Agenda: Decolonization and Indigenization 
of Approaches. ................................................................................................................. 93 
Decolonisation. ................................................................................................................ 94 
Transformation. ............................................................................................................... 95 
Healing. ............................................................................................................................ 96 
3.1.4 Building and Honouring a Trusting Relationship. .................................................. 97 
Indigenous control over research. ................................................................................... 97 
Respect for the Indigenous individuals and community. ................................................. 98 
Reflective non-judgment. .................................................................................................. 99 
Honouring what is shared. ............................................................................................... 99 
Reciprocity and responsibility. ...................................................................................... 100 
Mitigating Power Imbalance in Research. .................................................................... 102 
3.1.5 Drawing on Mixed Methods Approach ................................................................ 104 
Transformative Mixed Methods Design. ........................................................................ 105 

3.2 Part 2: Research Sites, Participants and Data Collection Steps ............................ 107 
3.2.1 Research Sites and Participants. ........................................................................... 107 
Research sites. ................................................................................................................ 107 
Research participants. ................................................................................................... 110 
OA students. ................................................................................................................... 110 
OA parents and members of local communities. ........................................................... 110 
Teachers teaching at OA schools. .................................................................................. 111 
3.2.2 Data Collection Strategies. .................................................................................... 112 
Student Data. .................................................................................................................. 113 
Language Use Questionnaire. ....................................................................................... 113 
Semi-Structured Language Attitude Interview. .............................................................. 115 
Photovoice. ..................................................................................................................... 117 
Stage1 (Ready) : Getting Ready for Photovoice- Preparation. ..................................... 119 
Stage 2 (Research): Researching with the communities- Implementation. ................... 119 
Stage 3 (Review): Reviewing captured images - Presentation and Discussion. ............ 120 
Sharing Circle. ............................................................................................................... 120 
Parent Data. ................................................................................................................... 122 
School Data. ................................................................................................................... 123 
Classroom Observation. ................................................................................................ 124 

3.3 Part 3 : Strategies for Data Analysis & Trustworthiness of Research .................. 125 
3.3.1 Analysing Quantitative Data ................................................................................. 125 
3.3.2  Analysing Qualitative Data .................................................................................. 126 
3.3.3  Strategies for Analysing Photovoice Data ........................................................... 127 
3.3.4 Trustworthiness of Research ................................................................................. 129 

CHAPTER FOUR: VOICES OF OA STUDENTS .......................................................... 131 



 

6 

4.0 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 131 
4.1 Language Use Survey ................................................................................................ 132 

4.1.1 Language use in the family context. ..................................................................... 132 
4.1.2 Language use in OA school lives. ......................................................................... 134 
4.1.3 Language use in communities. .............................................................................. 136 
4.1.4 Language use in information and technology domain. ......................................... 138 
4.1.5 Language use in leisure activities. ........................................................................ 139 

4.2 Language Attitude Interview .................................................................................... 142 
4.2.1 Respondents’ sociolinguistic profile. .................................................................... 143 
4.2.2 Valuing Existing Languages. ................................................................................ 144 
4.2.3 Social status attached to each language. ............................................................... 148 

4.3 Chapter Conclusion ................................................................................................... 152 

CHAPTER FIVE: VOICES OF OA STUDENTS AND PARENTS ............................... 154 
5.0 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 154 
5.1 Part One : Photovoice ................................................................................................ 154 

5.1.1 Life Within the Communities ............................................................................... 156 
Adat (customs) and traditions. ....................................................................................... 157 
Entertainment and recreation. ....................................................................................... 162 
5.1.2 Life Within the School Setting. ............................................................................ 170 
Teaching and learning processes. .................................................................................. 171 
Learning content. ........................................................................................................... 173 
Select Entry Students. ..................................................................................................... 177 
5.1.3 Relationships with the World ................................................................................ 180 
Popular culture. ............................................................................................................. 180 
Use of communication technology. ................................................................................ 185 

5.2 Part Two: Parent Sharing Circles ............................................................................ 189 
5.2.1  Parents’ attitudes towards their OA languages, Malay and English. ................... 191 
5.2.2 Parents’ attitudes towards their children’s schooling experiences. ...................... 195 

5.3  Chapter Conclusion .................................................................................................. 198 
CHAPTER SIX: THE SCHOOL LIVES OF OA STUDENTS ....................................... 200 

6.0 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 200 
6.1 Teacher Interview ...................................................................................................... 200 

Demographic Information. ............................................................................................ 201 
6.1.1 Beliefs about OA students in general. ................................................................... 201 
6.1.2 Beliefs about Students’ Learning Abilities and their Educational Attainment. .... 205 
6.1.3 Beliefs about Teaching and Learning ................................................................... 209 
6.1.4 Beliefs about Cultural Diversity. .......................................................................... 211 
6.1.5 Beliefs about Teachers’ Cultural Competence. .................................................... 213 
6.1.6 Beliefs about the Value of OA Cultural and Linguistic Knowledge. ................... 214 
6.1.7 Summary of Teacher Interview Data. ................................................................... 217 

6.2 Classroom Observation ............................................................................................. 219 
6.2.1 Classroom Climate. ............................................................................................... 219 
Student-Teacher Interaction. .......................................................................................... 219 
Student-Student Interaction. .......................................................................................... 221 
6.2.2 Instructional Strategies .......................................................................................... 223 
6.2.3 Learning Content/ Material. .................................................................................. 226 
6.2.4 Student Engagement. ............................................................................................ 228 

6.7 Chapter Conclusion ................................................................................................... 232 

CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS ........................................................ 234 



 

7 

7.0 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 234 
7.1 The Roles of OA Languages, Malay and English in  OA language ecology ......... 236 

7.1.1 Language, Identity and Imagined Communities. .................................................. 242 
7.1.2 Inequality amongst languages. .............................................................................. 244 

7.2  Attitudes of OA Students towards OA languages, Malay and English ................ 248 
7.3 Attitudes of OA parents towards the main language and their children’s schooling 
experiences ........................................................................................................................ 251 
7.4 Beliefs of Teachers about their OA Students. ......................................................... 253 
7.5 The Use of OA Students’ Linguistic and Cultural Knowledge in Classroom 
Learning ............................................................................................................................ 256 

7.5.1 Utilising OA linguistic knowledge in translanguaging practices. ........................ 257 
7.5.2 Marginalisation of OA cultural knowledge. ......................................................... 260 
7.5.3 Streamlining affordances for language classrooms of OA students. .................... 263 

7.6  The Emergence of High Achieving OA Students ................................................... 269 
7.7 Chapter Conclusion: Answering the Research Questions ..................................... 270 

What roles do local, national and international languages play in the family, 
community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children? ...................................... 271 
What attitudes to these languages are held by the children themselves and their parents?
........................................................................................................................................ 271 
What use is made of the OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in their school-
based learning, particularly in their language classrooms? ......................................... 271 
What beliefs about their students are held by the teachers of OA children? ................. 272 

CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS ................................ 273 
8.0 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 273 
8.1 Recommendations: Paving the Paths for Decolonization, Transformation, Healing 
and Mobilisation in OA Education ................................................................................. 273 

8.1.1 National Level Recommendations. ....................................................................... 274 
8.1.2 School Level Recommendations. .......................................................................... 278 
8.1.3 Community Level Recommendations. .................................................................. 280 

8.2 Limitations of study and Directions for Future Research ..................................... 280 
8.3 Conclusion: Contribution of this Thesis .................................................................. 281 
Appendix A ....................................................................................................................... 303 

CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR SURVEY AND 
CLASSROOM OBSERVATION .................................................................................. 303 

Appendix B ....................................................................................................................... 309 
CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR STUDENT 
INTERVIEW ................................................................................................................. 309 

Appendix C ....................................................................................................................... 311 
CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR PHOTOVOICE
........................................................................................................................................ 311 

Appendix D ....................................................................................................................... 313 
CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR PARENTS ....... 313 

Appendix E ....................................................................................................................... 318 
CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR TEACHERS .... 318 

Appendix F ....................................................................................................................... 323 
LANGUAGE USE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PRIMARY STUDENTS ...................... 323 

Appendix G ....................................................................................................................... 325 
LANGUAGE USE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SECONDARY STUDENTS ................ 325 

Appendix H ....................................................................................................................... 328 
GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT INTERVIEW ............................................ 328 



 

8 

Appendix I ........................................................................................................................ 329 
Appendix J ........................................................................................................................ 330 
GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR PARENT SHARING CIRCLE .................................. 330 
Appendix K ....................................................................................................................... 331 
Appendix L ....................................................................................................................... 332 

SCRIPTING FORM FOR CLASSROOM OBSERVATION ....................................... 332 
Appendix M ...................................................................................................................... 333 

SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TEMPLATE FOR INTERVIEW DATA ............... 333 
Appendix N ....................................................................................................................... 335 
SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TEMPLATE FOR PHOTOVOICE (VISUAL) 
DATA ................................................................................................................................ 335 
Appendix O ....................................................................................................................... 336 

STEPS FOR STREAMLINING AFFORDANCES  (Aronin, 2019, p. 248) ................ 336 
 
 

 
 
 



 

9 

  

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 

Figure 1 Population Distribution by Ethnic Group  17 

Figure 2 Map of OA Distribution Based on The 19 Tribes Categories 20 

Figure 3 
 
Comparison of UPSR Achievement between National Schools and OA 
Schools 

35 

Figure 4 Dropout Rates among OA Students after Year 6  from Years  2012 to 2017 36 

Figure 5  
 
Comparison between the National and OA/K9 Schools Passing Rate in 
UPSR Papers, 2012 – 2017 

38 

Figure 6 OA Schools Grade Distribution by Subjects in UPSR, 2017  39 

Figure 7 Smith’s (2012) Indigenous Research Agenda 58 

Figure 8  Distribution of Aslian Varieties 74 

Figure 9  Models of bilingualism by García and Klyen (2016) 80 

Figure 10  García and Li Wei’s (2015) Strategies for Translanguaging 81 

Figure 11 Strategies to Restructure Power Dynamics 102 

Figure 12 Transformative Mixed Methods Design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) 104 

Figure 13 Map of Research Sites 108 

Figure 14  Language Domains 113 

Figure 15 Stages of Photovoice Data Collection 118 

Figure 16 
 
Strategies for Analysing Interview, Sharing Circle and Classroom Observation Data 

126 

Figure 17 Strategies for Analysing Photovoice Data 127 

Figure 18 Tempok, a traditional Temiar headgear 156 

Figure 19 Woman Cooking Using Bamboos 157 



 

10 

Figure 20  Jakun Women and Children Preparing for kenduri 158 

Figure 21 Temiar Women Working Together 158 

Figure 22   Jakun Family in a Gotong-Royong 159 

Figure 23 Jakun Children Talking to Each Other 160 

Figure 24 Women and Children Socialising 162 

Figure 25 Temiar Children Watching Television 162 

Figure 26  OA Boy Playing in the Village 163 

Figure 27  OA Children Playing in the Village 163 

Figure 28    Temiar Children Playing Football 164 

Figure 29  Temiar Teenagers Playing Futsal 165 

Figure 30 Hollywood Movie on Television with Malay Subtitles 167 

Figure 31 Japanese Television Series on Television with Malay Subtitles 167 

Figure 32  Malay Television Series with English subtitles 168 

Figure 33 Temiar Children Doing Homework 170 

Figure 34 Teacher Teaching an English Lesson 171 

Figure 35 Malay-English Bilingual Charts in Classrooms 173 

Figure 36  Bilingual Textbooks 173 

Figure 37   Malay-English Bilingual Science Textbook 174 

Figure 38 Malay-English Bilingual Exercise Book  175 

Figure 39 Hostel Facilities 176 

Figure 40  Male Students in the Hostel Room 177 

Figure 41 Female Students in the Hostel  177 

Figure 42 Select Entry Students in the Study Room 178 

Figure 43 Select Entry Students on the School Bus 178 



 

11 

Figure 44 OA Teenagers Singing 180 

Figure 45  Indonesian Movie DVD 182 

Figure 46 Chinese Newspaper Clipping 183 

Figure 47 Participants’ Favourite Novel - Harry Potter by JK Rowlings 184 

Figure 48  OA Child Using Mobile Phone 185 

Figure 49 Oa Teenager Using Mobile Phone 186 

Figure 50 Temiar Teenager Talking on Mobile Phone 186 

Figure 51 Students’ Text Messages 187 

Figure 52 Teacher’s Comparison between Select Entry and Non-Select Entry Students 203 

Figure 53  Teachers’ Comments on Factors for Students’ Underachievement 206 

Figure 54 Teachers’ Beliefs about Culturally Relevant Lessons  214 

Figure 55  DLC Map for Most OA Students 236 

Figure 56 DLC Map of Some OA students 238 

Figure 57 Process of Improving School-Community Partnership 278 

         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

12 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table 1 OA groups in Peninsular Malaysia 18 

Table 2  Number of OA Students in Primary and Secondary Schools 33 

Table 3  Strands of Language Ecology 60 

Table 4  Details of Research Sites and Participants  111 

Table 5 Themes and types of Questions in Interview Protocol 122 

Table 6 Number of Classroom Observations 124 

Table 7 Types of Data Gathered 125 

Table 8 Language Use in Family Context 132 

Table 9 Language Use in School Context 134 

Table 10 Language Use in Transactions 136 

Table 11  Language Use in Communication Technology  138 

Table 12  Language Use in Leisure Activities 137 

Table 13  Interview Respondents’ Profiles 147 

Table 14 Sociolinguistic Profiles of Photovoice Participants  154 

Table 15 Sociolinguistic Profiles of Parents 189 

Table 16 Teachers’ Demographic Information 200 

Table 17 Summary of Teachers’ Beliefs about their OA Students  217 

Table 18 
 
Examples of Multilingual Practices Observed in the Classrooms and their 
Purposes 

219 

Table 19 Features of Malaysian English (MalE) in Student-Student Interaction 221 

Table 20 Instructional Strategies Used in Classrooms 223 

Table 21 Learning Materials Used in Lessons 226 



 

13 

Table 22 Summary of Classroom Observations 230 

Table 23 Characteristics of Banking Education in Orang Asli Schools 254 

Table 24 
 

Inventory of Affordances Associated with OA Languages, Malay and 
English 

263 

Table 25 Examples of Streamlined  Affordances  267 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

14 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 
APA  Aboriginal Peoples Act  

DLC  Dominant Language Constellation 

JAKOA  Jabatan Kemajuan Orang Asli ( Department of Orang Asli Development) 

JHEOA  Jabatan Hal Ehwal Orang Asli (Department of Orang Asli Affairs) 

MRSM  Maktab Rendah Science MARA (MARA Junior Science College) 

PTA  Parent Teacher Association 

OA   Orang Asli 

RPS  Rancangan Pengumpulan Semula or RPS (Resettlement Scheme)  

SUHAKAM  Suruhanjaya Hak Asasi Manusia Malaysia (Human Rights 
Commission of Malaysia) 

UNESCO  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
 

UNICEF  United Nations Children's Fund 
 

UNDRIP  United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

15 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

  

1.0 Introduction 
  
This thesis reports a research project conducted with and for the Orang Asli (OA) of Malaysia 
by an OA researcher. The Orang Asli, (a Malay term that means the original people) are the 
Indigenous peoples of Peninsular Malaysia. Like many other first peoples across the globe, 
the OA are facing numerous socio-economic struggles such as poverty, dispossession of 
lands, loss of rights and various educational issues (Chupil & Joseph, 2003; Edo, 2012; 
Gomes, 2004; Nicholas 2006; Wong & Abdillah (2018)). In formal educational settings, 
issues of high dropout rates and low educational attainment have constantly hindered the OA 
communities from progressing at the same pace like other ethnic groups in the country 
(Nicholas, 2005; Nicholas, 2006; SUHAKAM, 2010; Sharifah et al., 2011; Mohd Asri, 2012; 
Malaysia Ministry of Education, 2017). 
 
Specifically, this research project aimed to investigate: 
• the roles of local, national and international languages  in the lives of school-aged OA 

children 
• the attitudes of OA children and their parents towards OA languages, Malay and 

English 
• the use of OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in their formal English 

language learning 
• the attitudes and beliefs about their students that are held by teachers teaching OA 

children  
 
To achive the above objectives, this research had examined the language practices and 
language learning experiences of OA students in five public schools in Malaysia.  
 
This chapter aims to provide readers with the essential background information about this 
research. For this purpose, this introductory chapter will address five key elements of the 
study before it concludes with an overview of the overall thesis organisation. The key research 
elements that are discussed in this chapter include: 
 
• context of the study 
• problem statement  
• research aims  
• research questions  
• significance of the study 
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1.1  Context of the Study:  The OA of Malaysia 
 
This section aims to provide readers with a brief introduction to the history of the OA and 
their current situation in Malaysia. As claimed by Leary (1994), tracing the origins of the OA 
and their history is difficult. The collective term “OA” itself was introduced by the British 
government in 1960 to refer to the different Indigenous groups in Peninsular Malaysia 
(Nicholas, 2000; Gomez, 2004; Andaya 2002). Prior to 1960, these minority groups did not 
perceive themselves as a homogenous group due to their cultural distinctiveness (Nicholas, 
2000). According to Toshihiro (2009), before the introduction of the collective term ‘Orang 
Asli’, these minority Indigenous groups were variously described by other terms such as 
Biduanda, Jakun and Sakai.  
  
According to Endicott (2016), the OA ancestors were among the first humans to arrive in 
Southeast Asia in a series of migrations about 10,000 years ago. However, despite being the 
first people of the region, the OA have suffered multiple waves of colonisation and 
subjugation throughout history. Until about the first millennium A.D., these Indigenous 
groups kept to themselves and lived in the interior of what is now Peninsular Malaysia. Then, 
with the rise of the Malay sultanates, which resulted in the slavery of OA, many of these 
Indigenous groups were forced to avoid contact with outsiders by retreating further inland 
(Roseman, 1998; Nicholas, 2000). Chronologically, as Nicholas pointed out, the arrival of 
British in the region in the late 19th century and the post-independent period in the region 
(Peninsular Malaysia) after 1957 greatly impacted the lives of OA. These events are discussed  
later in this chapter, where an extensive review of the history of OA is presented.   
  
At present, as outlined in the Malaysian Aboriginal Peoples Act (APA) 1954, an individual 
is acknowledged as an OA based on one of the following criteria: 
 

• Any person whose male parent is or was, a member of an aboriginal ethnic group, 
who speaks an aboriginal language and habitually follows an aboriginal way of life 
and aboriginal customs and beliefs, and includes a descendant through males of such 
persons;   
• Any person of any race adopted when an infant by aborigines who has been brought 

up as an aborigine, habitually speaks an aboriginal language, habitually follows an 
aboriginal way of life and aboriginal customs and beliefs and is a member of an 
aboriginal community; or   
• The child of any union between an aboriginal female and a male of another race, 

provided that the child habitually speaks an aboriginal language, habitually follows 
an aboriginal way of life and aboriginal customs and beliefs and remains a member of 
an aboriginal community. (APA,1954, p.6) 
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According to a census carried out by the Department of OA Development found that in 2010, 
there were 178,197 OA in Malaysia, representing a mere 0.5-0.7% of the country’s population 
(Department of OA Development, 2018). For a better insight into the OA in Malaysia and 
how the ethnic group is positioned within the country’s broader population, it is essential to 
look at the demography of Malaysia. Malaysia is a multicultural country with a population of 
31.7 million (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2016). As reported by the Department of 
Statistics Malaysia (2016), 89.7% of the population are Malaysian citizens while the 
remaining are non-citizen. Being a multiethnic country, Malaysia has a number of different 
ethnic groups. Figure 1 below depicts the population distribution by ethnic group in Malaysia: 
 
 
Figure 1  
Population Distribution by Ethnic Group  
 

 
  
 
As depicted in Figure 1 above, the vast majority (61.8 %) of the country’s population is made 
up of those referred to as “Bumiputras”. The term Bumiputra is a Malay word that literally 
means the sons of earth/soil. It is a special status that signifies “indigeneity” of several ethnic 
groups. In principle, under Malaysian law, the OA, alongside the Malays, the original 
Portuguese in Peninsular Malaysia and various ethnic groups in East Malaysia are eligible for 
all Bumiputra entitlements (Mat Zin, 2012). However, despite their recognised Indigenous 
status and the Bumiputra rights that they are entitled to, the OA of Malaysia are disadvantaged 
(on a number of societal indicators) compared to the other sectors of the Malaysian population 
(Masron et al., 2013). More about this will be discussed as we proceed in this thesis. The 
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second largest ethnic group is the Chinese, representing 23.4% of the entire population. This 
is followed by the third largest ethnic group, the Indians, representing 7% of the population . 
Based on the earlier-mentioned population distribution, it is evident that with such a small 
representation in the total population, the OA is, in fact, a minority ethnic group in Malaysia.  
  
Within the small population, this minority ethnic group of OA is further divided into three 
major groups namely the Proto Malay, Negrito and Senoi. Each major group comprises six 
sub-ethnic groups, making them 18 sub-ethnic groups altogether. Every sub-ethnic group is 
unique in that they practice their own beliefs and traditions and speak different languages 
(Masron et al., 2013). Some of the groups speak Aslian languages, while others speak dialects 
that belong to the Austronesian languages and Austroasiatic languages (Nicholas, 2005). Of 
all the languages spoken by the OA in Malaysia, only one language, which is Semai, is taught 
in some OA primary schools.  Table 1 below presents some general information of those 18 
OA sub-ethnic groups as outlined by Endicott (2016). 
 
 
Table 1  
OA groups in Peninsular Malaysia 

 

ETHNIC SUB-
ETHNIC LOCATION 2010 

POPULATION 

ASLIAN 
LANGUAGE 

BRANCH 

PRE 1950 
ECONOMY 

Senoi 

Semai Perak, Pahang, 
Selangor  49, 697  Central Swiddening, 

trading  

Temiar Perak, Kelantan  30, 118  Central Swiddening, 
trading   

Semoq Beri  Terengganu, 
Pahang  3,413 Southern Swiddening, 

foraging  

Jah Hut  Pahang 4.191 Central Swiddening, 
trading  

Mah Meri  Selangor 2,120 Southern 
Swiddening, 
fishing, 
foraging  
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Table 1 (Continued) 
OA groups in Peninsular Malaysia 

ETHNIC SUB-
ETHNIC LOCATION 

2010 
POPULA

TION 

ASLIAN 
LANGUAGE 

BRANCH 

PRE 1950 
ECONOMY 

Proto 
Malay  
 

Orang 
Kuala  Johor 3, 761  Malay Fishing, 

waged labour  

Orang 
Kanaq  Johor 238 Malay Horticulture, 

trading  

Orang 
Seletar  Johor 1, 042  Malay Fishing, 

foraging  

Jakun 
(Orang 
Hulu)  

Pahang, 
Johor  31, 577  Malay Horticulture, 

trading  

Semelai 
Pahang, 
Negeri 
Sembilan  

9,228 Southern Swiddening, 
trading  

Temuan 

Pahang, 
Selangor, 
Negeri 
Sembilan, 
Melaka  

19, 343  Malay Horticulture, 
trading  

Semang 
(Negrito)  

Kensiu Kedah 280 Northern Foraging, 
trading  

Kintak Perak 234 Northern Foraging, 
trading  

Lanoh Perak 390 Central 
Foraging, 
trading, 
swiddening  

Jahai Perak, 
Kelantan  2, 326  Northern Foraging, 

trading  

Mendriq Kelantan 253 Northern Swiddening, 
foraging  

Batek Kelantan, 
Pahang  1, 359  Northern Foraging, 

trading  

Reprinted from Malaysia's original people : past, present and future of the OA (pp 2-3), by 
K.Endicott, 2016, Singapore. Copyright (2016) by Kirk Endicott. 
  



 

20 

In terms of population distribution, the OA communities live in several states in Peninsular 
Malaysia. The states of Pahang and Perak have the highest numbers of OA population. 54,293 
OA (36% of OA population in the country) live in Pahang, and 47,587 OA (32%) live in 
Perak, and more than 30% of the OA total population still live in isolated areas (Nor et al., 
2011). In total, there are about 869 OA villages in Malaysia. Out of these 869 villages, 2% 
are located in the vicinity of existing townships, 61% in the outskirts of existing rural villages, 
while the other 37% are located in remote areas. Figure 2 below shows the distribution of OA 
groups in peninsular Malaysia:  
 

 
Figure 2 
Map of OA  distribution based on the 19 tribes categories 

 
Source :Endicott(2016) 
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1.1.1 The Malaysia Aboriginal Peoples Act, 1954.  
  
Any discussion on the status of OA as an Indigenous group in Malaysia will not be complete 
without a review on the Malaysia Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 (APA). The APA is arguably 
one of the most defining legislations shaping many aspects of the lives of OA communities. 
Introduced by the British colonial government as the Aboriginal Peoples Ordinance 1954 to 
combat the communist terrorists during Malayan Emergency period, its formulation was 
based on an earlier law-the 1939 Aboriginal Tribes Enactment for the state of Perak, which 
was introduced to protect the OA communities in that state (Idrus, 2011). The introduction of 
this act in 1954 had enabled the federal government to have total control over all OA matters 
at the time of its enactment (Endicott, 2016). Since its enactment, this piece of legislation has 
remained instrumental in governing major aspects of OA’s lives, which include land rights, 
education, security and even the definition of OA itself (Idrus, 2011). After undergoing a 
revision in 1974, Aboriginal Peoples Ordinance 1954 was then known as the Aboriginal 
Peoples Act 1954.  
  
In general, the APA provides for matters related to the key aspects of the lives of OA in 
Malaysia such as land rights, education and leadership. In the act, the following purpose is 
clearly stated: “An Act to provide for the protection, well-being and advancement of the 
aboriginal peoples of Peninsular Malaysia.”(Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954, p. 5). The APA 
delineates the OA  as the tenants at will in their own land, in which the state authority is given 
the rights to both declare any OA area as an aboriginal reserve and also revoke the status. In 
terms of education, Section 17 of the APA clearly outlines the OA children’s rights for 
education and no OA children may not be subjected to any religious instructions at school 
unless prior consent has been obtained from their parents or the Director General of the 
Department of OA Affairs (now JAKOA). Through the APA, the role of batin (village 
headman) has also become an official government appointment that requires the federal 
government’s approval.  
  
Over the years, the role of APA in shaping the lives of OA in Malaysia has been contentious. 
While some scholars commend the act as a mechanism to protect the OA, others argue that 
this protectionist and paternalistic law is indeed being used as a tool to limit the autonomy of 
OA in many crucial aspects of their lives. Wook (2016) argues that despite the wide criticism 
of the act, the APA creates a mechanism that help to recognise and protect OA’s rights to 
their lands and resources. According to Wook (2016), the mechanisms created by the act, 
which include the creation of reserves and the right of occupancy, were designed to protect 
the Indigenous group’s rights. However, the realization of the law, despite being designed to 
protect the ethnic group, had been hampered by various factors, particularly the loopholes in 
the law (Wook, 2016).  
  
The highlighted shortcoming in the implementation of the law has become one of the central 
arguments against the APA. Idrus (2011), for example, argues that instead of working in the 
best interests of the OA communities, this piece of legislation provides the government, 
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particularly the State government, with a justification for their control and power over the 
Indigenous group. Idrus also highlights a pressing issue related to this piece of legislation, 
which is the inconsistency of its interpretation and implementation, where the government’s 
actions were mostly motivated by their own agenda rather than those of the OA. Sato (2019) 
supports this claim. According to her, instead of protecting the rights of OA communities, the 
APA provides a legal basis for OA lands to be considered as reservations at the discretion of 
the state government. This is because the APA has failed to delineate regulation of the 
compensation for the acquisition of OA lands although the Constitution clearly states such 
rights for compensation. In a similar vein, Ismail et al. (2019) also claim that the adoption of 
colonial policy legacies including the APA does not necessarily help the OA communities in 
present-day Malaysia.  
  
Responding to these issues, advocates are demanding for the act to be amended to realistically 
reflect the current needs and interests of the OA (Idrus, 2016; Ismail et al., 2019; JAKOA, 
2019). According to the Department of OA Development or JAKOA (2019), a revision is 
needed particularly in matters related to land rights, inheritance as well as the definition of 
OA itself.  Apart from that, detailed guidelines for how the APA should be implemented are 
also needed (JAKOA, 2019). However, to date no progress has been made in terms of any 
significant amendments of this legislation.  
 

1.1.2 The History of OA. 
 

Imperialism frames the Indigenous experience. It is part of our story, our version 
of modernity. Writing about our experiences under imperialism and its more 
specific expression of colonialism has become a significant project of the 
Indigenous world.  

( Smith , 2012, p. 57 )  
  
The above extract by a prominent Indigenous scholar Linda Tuhiwai  Smith encapsulates the 
universal Indigenous experience, where imperialism and colonialism are integral to our 
stories. In this subsection, I discuss some of the important events in the recorded history of 
OA in Peninsular Malaysia. The purpose of this subsection is to provide readers with some 
background knowledge of the significant events in history that have led us, the OA, to where 
we are today. To achieve this purpose, this review looks into the following four main eras in 
the history of Peninsular Malaysia: 
  

• Pre-British colonial era (Pre 1771) 
• British colonial era  (1771-1957) 
• Japanese occupation and emergency period (1941-1960) 
• Post-independence era (Post 1957) 
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Pre-British colonial era (Pre 1771) . 
 
As mentioned earlier in section 1.1, OA ancestors arrived in Southeast Asia about 10,000 
years ago (Endicott, 2016), making them among the first humans to have arrived in the region. 
According to Endicott and Dentan (2004), in the early first millennium A.D., the 
Austroasiatic speaking ancestors of OA occupied the coastal and mountainous areas of the 
region. The Austronesian-speaking “Sea People” and farmers, on the other hand, lived along 
the coastal areas and on off-shore islands.  During this period, these ancestors of OA had been 
trading forest products with traders from India and China since as early as A.D 400 ( Endicott 
& Dentan, 2014).   
  
In the late 14th century AD, the Malays from Sumatra (part of modern day Indonesia) began 
to establish settlements in the Malay Peninsula (now known as Peninsular Malaysia) region 
(Andaya, 2002; Endicott, 2016).  In the beginning, the Minangkabau immigrants married OA 
women in Melaka in order to gain land rights. As the Malay population increased, the political 
and economic importance of the OA also began to decline (Andaya, 2002; Endicott, 2016).  
Such a decline, as noted by Andaya (2002), had led to an attitude shift amongst the Malays 
towards the OA. The rapid rise and economic success of the Malays had also transformed 
their once equal relationship with the OA to the one that regarded OA as subjects.  By then, 
the Malays began to contempt the OA for their nomadic lifestyle, ‘superstitious beliefs’ and 
menial occupations (Andaya, 2002).   
  
Later on, when the region had become dominated by the Malays, the OA communities began 
to face a deadly struggle against the Malays. By the 18th and 19th centuries, the slave-raiding 
had become a small industry in the region, and the OA became the targets for slave-raiders 
(Endicott, 1983; Endicott, 2016). During this period, the OA people were hunted and raided 
by the Malays. During the violent and inhumane raiding, the adults would be killed and 
children were taken and kept as slaves (Endicott, 2016). For safety, the OA communities then 
retreated deeper into the forests and continued to minimise contact with the outside world.  
Though the history on slavery is not mentioned in Malaysian modern societies, the stories of 
atrocities are still preserved in oral traditions of the OA communities, and such violent history 
had ignited fear and distrust of Malays amongst the OA (Endicott & Dentan, 2004).  In a 
nutshell, the hostile attitude shown by the Malays towards the OA in this pre-colonial era had 
placed the OA communities to the margin.  This oppression, unfortunately, had continued to 
prevail even after the arrival of the British Empire in the Malay Peninsula. 
 

British Colonial era (1771-1957). 
 
The British colonial period in the Malay Peninsula is another important era that significantly 
shaped the lives of OA in today’s Malaysia. According to Baer (2013) the British colonialists 
in the era considered themselves more superior than the Malays. The Malays, on the other 
hand, were viewed as the more civilized people compared to the OA. This suggests that there 
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was some sort of a social hierarchy that divided the three groups. The OA were regarded with 
a lower status than the Malays, who were then recognised as the natives. In fact, as mentioned 
by Dentan et al. (1997), the upper class British administrators had developed a kinship with 
the Malay ruling class. During this era, the Muslim and non-Muslim classifactions were 
introduced by the British resulting in the Muslims being classified as Malay , whereas, and 
the non-Muslim OA being classified as Sakai (Toshihiro, 2009). The derogatory term Sakai 
means “subordinate, slave, savage, aboriginal person” (Dentan et al., 1997, p.55).  
 
During this era, numerous changes in the government policies concerning the OA were 
introduced by the British. While most of the policies did not help the OA (Dentan et al., 
1997), one major change that took place in this era had helped to bring the enslavement of 
OA to an end. Although British officials were reluctant to end slavery to avoid souring their 
relation with the Malays , under the pressure from abolitionist organisations in England, the 
colonial government began the move to outlaw the practice in 1883 (Dentan et al., 1997). 
This step had eventually brought the OA enslavement to an end in the early 20th century 
(Andaya, 2002; Toshihiro, 2009; Endicott, 2016).   
  
Despite officially outlawing the slavery of OA, some of the British policies in this era had 
left less desirable impacts on certain aspects of the lives of OA.  One such aspect is their land 
rights, which is still a major struggle for the OA in the present day. In terms of land rights, 
under the British administration, the Malays were given Malay reservations, and by 1931 
rights for lease and ownership were granted to the Malays (Toshihiro, 2009). The OA, on the 
other hand, were confined to Sakai reservations and unlike the Malays, they were not granted 
the same right to own and lease any property within their reservations. Consequently, 
throughout this era, a vast amount of OA land was made Malay reservations and forest 
reserves, leaving the OA with no equal land rights in their own land (Nicholas, 2000). These 
issues of lack of land rights and dispossession of land continue to be the core struggle for the 
OA even in the present day. This enduring struggle is explained in detail in subsection 1.1.3, 
where I discuss the current predicaments of OA in 21st century Malaysia. 
 

Japanese Occupation and the Emergency Period (1941- 1960). 
 
Japanese occupation in Malaya and the Emergency period that came afterwards are 
undeniably some of the most important events in Malaysia’s history. Between the 1920s and 
1941, the OA were neglected by the authorities (Carey, 1976; Dentan et al., 1997). During 
the Japanese occupation (1941-1945), most OA hid in the forest and avoided contact with 
outsiders (Endicott, 2016). When the Japanese occupation ended, the Malayan Communist 
Party unsuccessfully tried to seize power from the British government. Following the armed 
struggle, the British colonial government had declared the Emergency period, which lasted 
from 1948 to 1960 (Dentan et al., 1997).  
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One of the desperate measures taken by the colonial government in fighting the Communist 
during this Emergency period was to relocate the Chinese and the OA into new resettlements 
(Dentan et al., 1997; Endicott & Dentan, 2004; Endicott, 2016). The OA communities were 
resettled into closely guarded camps outside their jungle. As Dentan et al. (1997) point out, 
the resettlement procedures for the OA were incredibly ignorant and callous. The extremely 
poor condition at these camps had caused many OA to die of diseases, malnutrition and 
demoralization (Jones, 1968; Endicott & Dentan, 2004). Those who managed to escape went 
back to their communities and shared the stories of British cruelty. The spread of such 
daunting stories had fueled up anger among the OA communities, which subsequently led 
them to move further into the deep jungle and support the Communist as a form of retaliation 
(Dentan et al., 1997; Endicott & Dentan, 2004). As aptly captured by Carey (1976), the 
daunting experiences of resettlement had led the OA to support the insurgent more actively 
and wholeheartedly than before.    
  
Following the retaliation, the British government then changed their approach by using 
kindness instead of cruelty (Dentan et al., 1997; Endicott & Dentan, 2004). The remaining 
detainees were sent home and instead of setting up barb-wired camps, the colonial 
government established jungle forts for the OA communities. Within the forts, regular patrols 
were made to protect the settlements from the guerrilla. On top of that, male nurses among 
the OA were also trained with basic medical care and stationed at the forts (Carey, 1976). In 
the late 1950s, an anti-guerrilla unit, known as The Senoi Praak (The Fighting Aborigines), 
was formed (Dentan et al., 1997; Endicott & Dentan, 2004). This unit was mainly constituted 
of the OA people. Trained by the Special Air Service and armed with modern weapons, the 
Senoi Praak were led by the British and Malay officers. The Senoi Praak was a success as the 
members were excellent at tracking and liaising with the local OA (Dentan et al., 1997). In 
1960, the Emergency period ended, but the interior forest areas remained off limits to 
development and outsider settlement until the late 1970 (Endicott, 2016).   
  
Another major development initiated by the British in this era came in 1954 with the 
enactment of the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 (revised in 1974). As discussed earlier in this 
chapter, this act, which is still in force today, gives the federal government absolute power 
and control over all aspects of OA’s life (Dentan et al., 1997; Endicott, 2016). Following the 
enactment of the APA, the Department of OA (JOA) was established under the Ministry of 
Home Affairs. In line with the purpose of the APA, this department was established to curtail 
the influence of communists in OA communities. Since its establishment, the Department of 
OA (JOA) has been placed in different ministries, with its roles and names changing multiple 
times. At present, this department is known as the Department of OA Development (JAKOA) 
and placed under the Ministry of Rural Development.  
 
Like the APA, the role of JAKOA, has also been controversial. To understand the role of 
JAKOA as a government body entrusted to oversee matters related to OA communities, it is 
necessary to review its major policies for the OA communities. As mentioned earlier, the 
department was established as a security measure to curtail the influence of communists in 
OA areas. As national security was no longer a major concern in the 1970s, the federal 



 

26 

government, through the department adopted an integrationist approach in its policies for OA 
communities. Most of these policies such as the Assimilation Policy and the Rancangan 
Penempatan Semula (The Resettlement  Schemes) were introduced with the pretext of 
modernising the OA communities. The integrationist approach, as Nicholas (2000) and 
Subramaniam (2015) claim, was a government’s political move to eliminate the OA- an 
ethnic group that is arguably more Indigenous than the Malays. In line with this, the 
department, together with the Ministry of Religious Affairs, were also actively involved in 
the Islamisation of the OA as part of the assimilation initiative despite the fact that the OA 
had the rights to practice their own beliefs as clearly written in the APA (Endicott, 2016; 
Dentan et al.,1997). These Islamisation and assimilation efforts, which intensified in the 
1980s, have remained although they are now done more subtly nowadays (Toshihiro, 2009). 
More about these policies will be discussed in one of the upcoming subsections where OA 
policies in the post-independence era are detailed. 
  
At present, JAKOA’s vision is to become the ultimate organisation in the development of OA 
communities that will put them on a par with mainstream society (JAKOA, 2019). In its 2016-
2020 strategic plan, the following seven focus areas are outlined: 1) land management, 
2)infrastructure, 3) human capital and youth skills, 4) sustainable economy, 5) arts, culture 
and heritage, 6) social security (welfare) and 7) information sharing (JAKOA, 2016). To 
achieve its strategic goals, JAKOA has conducted various programmes that aim to improve 
the socio-economic conditions of OA communities nationwide. Despite these plausible 
efforts, one crucial element, which is the OA self-determination, is evidently missing from 
JAKOA’s agenda. The lack of emphasis on self-determination of the OA is evident in 
JAKOA’s failure to properly consult the OA leaders and negotiate with the communities 
before introducing a policy for the OA.  
 
A study by Jegatesen (2019), for example, highlights the voices of some OA communities 
from the Semai and Semelai groups who questioned JAKOA’s official requirements for the 
selection of batins (village head). To some OA communities, the emphasis on selecting a 
batin who is “educated” but is not necessarily well-versed in their traditional knowledge is 
seen as a stark contrast to the traditions. Traditionally, a batin should be a spiritual leader 
with extensive knowledge of the surviving skills, healing and mediating ability. This friction 
between tradition and state-imposed regulation has caused some OA villages having two 
batins at the same time. One of these two batins is elected by the community while the other 
is appointed by the department. In addition, Jegatesen (2019) also argues that JAKOA’s 
current policy to prohibit a female batin to be appointed reflects JAKOA’s interference in 
matters related to OA adat (tradition). It also reflects the internalisation of a patriarchal 
practice of the mainstream Malaysia population, which is not always in line with the OA adat. 
According to the OA adat, female leaders are equally welcome in some communities. 
Unfortunately, JAKOA’s policy has resulted in the lack of women’s leadership in OA 
communities. As a whole, JAKOA’s failure to allow more self-determination amongst OA 
communities contradicts one of its own objectives, which is to advocate for OA traditional 
knowledge and legacies (JAKOA, 2019). 
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Other than the implementation of neoliberal policies, the lack of OA representation in 
JAKOA has also been questioned. Dentan et al. (1997), for example, point out the OA saw 
themselves being ruled by the Malay officers who were acting for the interest of Malays. The 
satirical nickname given by the Semai communities to the department Jabatan Gop (The 
Malay Department), aptly captures this tension (Dentan et al., 1997). Fast forward to date, 
there have only been two Director Generals of JAKOA appointed amongst the OA 
communities despite the department being designated to support the development and welfare 
of the OA. Prior to 2018, the position was held by Malay officers (with an exception to the 
three British officers leading the department during its early days). At present, although the 
department is led by a Semai OA, the vast majority of its officers and policy makers in 
JAKOA are Malay.  
  
In theory, the enactment of the APA and the establishment of JAKOA were said to have been 
motivated by the government’s concern towards the welfare of OA. However, the reality is 
often more problematic and discriminating for these Indigenous communities. The 
inconsistency of the interpretation and implementation of the APA, coupled with the earlier-
mentioned discriminating policies, which largely aimed to integrate the OA communities with 
the Malays, highlight the social injustice that has shaped the lives of OA for generations. The 
lack of recognition given to the OA is also reflected in the lack of OA political representation 
in the country. At present, there are two OA senators appointed by the Yang Dipertuan Agong 
(Supreme Head of the King) representing the OA communities in the Dewan Negara (upper 
house of the Parliament). In addition, there is only one elected OA member of Parliament 
(MP) in the Dewan Rakyat (lower house of the Parliament) at the moment.          
  

 Post-Independence Era (Post 1957).  
  
After the independence, the fate of OA in Malaysia continued to be shaped by the ruling 
government through various policies. One such policy that has been scrutinised by 
researchers and advocates alike is the Assimilation Policy, introduced in 1961 as soon as the 
Emergency period ended the previous year. In the Statement of Policy Regarding the 
Administration of the Aborigine Peoples of the Federation of Malaya 1961, the Ministry of 
Interior stated that it was the government’s goal to achieve the ultimate integration of OA 
with the Malay population (Dentan et al., 1997; Endicott, 2016). The statement stressed that 
the integration should be a natural process, which in return would preserve the OA as a 
culturally distinct group, as opposed to artificial assimilation. To ensure this, the ministry 
specifically advocated measures including the teaching of Aslian languages and combating 
prejudice against OA through education (Dentan et al., 1997). However, these measures were 
never implemented. As Endicott (2016) claims, the failure to implement such measures was 
due to the attitude of the Malay-dominated government force who resented the idea that a 
category of Malaysians that was arguably more Indigenous than the Malays existed. Instead, 
the government had intensified the Islamization of OA, which has since become a major threat 
to OA’s religious freedom.  



 

28 

  
Throughout the post-independence era, national integration has remained one of the primary 
objectives in OA policy planning. As noted by Gulam Hassan et al. (2017), with the 
introduction of the New Economic Policy (1971-1990), OA development policies between 
the 1970s and 1990s focused on goals such as national integration, structured resettlement 
programmes, opening of new lands for agricultural based economic activities and the 
improvement of education and health standard for the communities. In the 1990s, these focus 
areas were retained under the National Development Policy (1991-2000). During this era, 
efforts on commercial land development programmes and education development and skills 
training were intensified to improve the lives of OA communities in Malaysia. As part of the 
Eighth Malaysian Plan (2001-2005) and Ninth Malaysian Plan (2006-2010), OA policies in 
the new millennium began to emphasise on human and community development. To achieve 
these goals, programmes that focused on issues such as poverty eradication and educational 
improvement of OA communities were initiated by the government (Gulam Hassan et al., 
2017).   
 
While the above-mentioned policies were designed to improve the quality of OA lives, they 
also brought about new challenges to the communities. As security restrictions on most of the 
OA areas were lifted in the late 1970s, the OA communities were then faced with a new 
challenge- the encroachment of forests due to widespread logging and plantations. This 
period, as Endicott (2016) says, marked a more radical form of development in OA areas by 
the federal government. Spearheaded by the Department of OA Affairs (JHEOA), the 
resettlement schemes (Rancangan Pengumpulan Semula or RPS), saw the OA communities 
being resettled in artificial villages located in some of the logged parts of their traditional 
territories (Endicott, 2016). Although in theory these resettlement  schemes were intended to 
provide the OA communities with better quality of life, the schemes in general had failed to 
lift residents out of poverty (Nicholas, 2000). Amongst the factors that contributed to this 
failure included inadequate funding, poor planning and lack of support given by the 
government. As these resettlement  schemes had removed the OA from their traditional 
settings, the communities then became even more dependent on government aids (Endicott, 
2016). In a more recent study, Jamalullain and Ahmad (2019) found that the three different 
areas that they had studied showed mixed results of the resettlement schemes. The study 
found that while some OA settlers had managed to improve their livelihood, others claimed 
that the resettlement  schemes had brought them more misery as they could not cope with the 
new environments. In the subsection 1.1.3 below, more about the present socioeconomic 
struggles of OA is explored in detail.  
 
1.1.3 Current Struggles of the OA Communities. 
 
At present, issues such as land ownership, poverty, education and infrastructure issues have 
been identified as some of the immediate concerns in relation to OA affairs (Chupil & Joseph, 
2003; Department of OA Development, 2012,  Nicholas, 2006). More recent studies have 
also underscored other struggles like discrimination, racism, inequality and human rights 
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violations (Jayasooria, 2016; Riboli, 2016; SUHAKAM, 2010). In education, the most 
prevailing problems faced by the OA students are the high dropout rates and 
underachievement in school (Ministry of Education, 2017; Nor et al., 2011; SUHAKAM, 
2010). The following subsections explore the overriding socio-economic issues of OA before 
specifically delving deeper into their educational issues. 
 

Land rights. 
 
As previously mentioned, land rights is one of the most prevailing struggles faced by the OA 
communities since the colonial era. For the OA, lands are central to their physical, cultural 
and spiritual connections with the universe (Nicholas, 2005). From the OA perspective, 
people do not own lands as lands are on loan from god and they can neither be sold nor  
bought (Masron et al, 2013). Because of this, human beings are responsible to care for the 
lands. This strong connection that the OA have with their lands continue to shape their social, 
cultural, economic and spiritual well-being and this multidimensional relationship should not 
be undermined (Subramaniam, 2015).  
  
In modern Malaysia, OA traditional/ancestral territories are known as tanah adat (customary 
land). Unfortunately, despite their status as the Indigenous people of the country, the OA have 
no legal rights to their own tanah adat. Earlier in this chapter, I have mentioned the 
establishment of the Malay and OA reservations during the British administration and its 
impacts on the OA communities. The gazetting of OA reservations, which initially aimed to 
curb the Communist influence within the OA communities, was one of the key developments 
that led to OA present-day land rights struggle. In this regard,  it is necessary to mention the 
role of the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 (APA) in this issue.   
 
Despite its primary role as the main legislation that is meant to protect the rights of OA in 
Malaysia, the APA does not outline any clear provisions for their land rights. This lack of 
clarity has left the OA with no absolute rights to their customary lands and instead live in 
Aboriginal Reserves or Aboriginal Areas as wards of the state (Idrus, 2010). In this position, 
they are only considered as tenants-at-will in their own customary land (Idrus, 2010; 
Nicholas, 2005). Even worse, with no legal rights to defend ownership of the land, the OA 
are subject to relocation or eviction with only a pittance as compensation when the land is 
needed for development projects (Idrus, 2010; Toshihiro, 2009). Nah (2004) highlights 
numerous cases of the dispossession of OA lands over the years due to various development 
projects. Such cases, according to him, include the Temenggor Dam project, the Linggi 
Valley project, the Kuala Lumpur International Airport project and a development project for 
residential homes and commercial areas in Bukit Lanjan. This has caused disputes between 
the OA communities and the Malaysian government over the years.  
 
Prior to 2002, no OA individual had been granted the right to their tanah adat. However , in 
2002, after six years of legal battles, a group of OA won a lawsuit against the Selangor State 
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Government, Federal Government, the Malaysian Highway Authority and its developer. In 
this case, the Selangor State High Court ruled in favour of the OA, the seven OA villages 
involved in the lawsuit were granted the rights for adequate compensation for their lands, 
which were to be taken for a road development project (Endicott & Dentan, 2004). This was 
a landmark victory for the OA communities considering the fact that they had historically 
been marginalized in this country (Idrus, 2010). However, it is also crucial to highlight that 
despite the victory, land rights remains a pressing issue for this minority group as land-
grabbing ordeal by the government still prevails (Subramaniam, 2016).    
  
Another concern related to OA land rights that warrants attention is the gazettement of OA 
reserves, which has not been favourable to the OA communities (Nicholas, 2005). In this 
context, the British colonial government had initiated the gazetting of OA reserves through 
the enactment of APA 1954. This measure is distressing to the OA communities because of 
two factors; 1) The gazetting process takes a very long time, and 2) The gazetted areas have 
become less over the years (Chung, 2010; Nicholas, 2005). Chung (2010) claims that the 
Malaysian government has appeared to be reluctant to approve the applications to gazette the 
OA reserves since the 1970s. On top of that, the gazetted area only covered 15% of the entire 
OA villages and the size of the reserves size had decreased from 20,667 hectares in 1990 to 
19, 507 hectares in 1999 (Nicholas, 2005).   
 

Poverty. 
 
Another major struggle faced by the OA of Malaysia is extreme poverty. In a report by 
Malaysia Economic Planning Unit (2015), the poverty rate amongst OA communities was 
reported at 30.4%, which was much higher than other ethnic groups. Having previously been 
described as the poorest of the poor, the OA communities now generally fall into the country’s 
Bottom 40 (B40) household income group. In 2019, the B40 group comprises 2.91 million 
households. (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2020). While these figures provide an 
overview of the current status of poverty amongst the OA communities based on their average 
income, they only reflect the unidimensional measurement of poverty.  
 
To have a more accurate picture of the living standards of OA in Malaysia, this subsection 
will look into this issue of poverty from different dimensions. For this purpose, a study by 
Abdullah et al. (2019) provides us with some illuminating and recent insights into the 
struggles of OA communities in Malaysia. Drawing on the dimensions for global standard 
measurement outlined by the United Nation Development Programme in 2016, this study 
looked into the issue of poverty in several OA communities in the state of Terengganu from 
four dimensions: education, health, standard of living, and wealth. In this study, 241 
participants (heads of household) from the Semaq Beri and Bateq subethnic groups took part 
in a survey. Survey results indicated that more than 97.1% of the participating OA 
communities were deprived of livestock such as cattle, goats and poultry, which in return 
hindered them from gaining any economic return. 96.7% of the surveyed households had poor 
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waste management systems, which had adversely affected the living condition in these 
households. In addition, the study also found that 83.4 % of the communities were deprived 
in terms of the years of schooling. Here, it should be noted that this high percentage also 
reflects the high drop-out rates of OA students in general.   
 
The grimness of this situation is also highlighted in another study conducted by Wong and 
Abdillah (2018). The case study, which involved the Semai communities from eight villages 
in the state of Pahang, aimed to investigate the educational and cultural struggles faced by the 
participating communities. Findings from the interviews and focus group discussions 
reported that the economic activities of these communities included farming, fishing, hunting 
and collecting forest products. It was also reported that the household incomes of the research 
participants were below RM300 a month. To put this in perspective, in 2017, a household 
with a monthly income that was below RM760 was considered absolute poor, and those that 
earned below RM460 were categorised as extreme poor (Mustapa et al., 2018). This means 
that the OA communities in Wong and Abdillah’s (2018) study fell into the extreme poverty 
category. Living in extreme poverty, these OA communities reported that they were aware of 
the importance of education but poor financial situation and living conditions had sometimes 
left them with no other option but to sacrifice their children’s schooling (Wong & Abdillah, 
2018). In other words, despite having the awareness and desire to pursue education, the 
extreme poverty that the communities were experiencing hindered them from moving 
forward in education.  
 
A number of reasons have been cited as the factors that lead to poverty amongst OA 
communities. Abas et al. (2020) reported that apart from environmental factors, high costs 
associated with the development of rural settlements and high illiteracy rates in the 
communities had contributed to the high poverty rates amongst the OA of Malaysia. In 
addition, they also claimed that poverty of OA is also caused by their own inferiority and 
resistance towards development. An earlier SUHAKAM report by Nicholas (2010) looks into 
the issue from a different perspective. In the report, the lack of land rights amongst OA 
communities in Malaysia was cited as one of the major factors that lead to poverty. Due to 
the lack of security in terms of land ownership, many OA communities were reluctant to 
develop their traditional lands as they risked being resettled into another area as a result of 
land encroachment. Nicholas (2010) also notes several factors that led to the failure of many 
government projects aiming at eradicating poverty in OA communities. Among the factors 
cited in the report were the misuse of the funding allocation, poor planning and incompetence 
of the development provider. 
 
All in all, the above discussion highlights the fact that the issue of poverty in OA 
communities, to some extent, is related to the lack of land rights that the communities have 
been suffering for generations. Moreover, it should also be reiterated here that the 
communities’ poor financial status and sub-standard living conditions have also affected the 
young people’s capacity to progress better in education.   
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 Education. 
 
The review on the history of OA earlier has highlighted issues that are closely linked to the 
marginalisation and colonisation of OA communities. As a result of constant marginalisation, 
the OA of Malaysia are still facing numerous socioeconomic struggles today. Education, as 
it has been mentioned earlier, is indeed a huge struggle. For a clearer view of what OA 
education is like today, this subsection will first provide some background information of the 
OA education system before delving deeper into major educational issues like school dropout, 
underachievement and poor schooling experiences of OA students. In this part, key policies 
that aim to improve OA’s education sector are also reviewed. 
 

1.1.4 OA Education : Past and Present. 
  
Article 17 of the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 stipulates that “No aboriginal child should be 
precluded from attending any school only by reason of being an OA.”(p.13). Such a 
stipulation was ideally designated in order to protect OA peoples’ rights for education. 
Nonetheless, even after six decades of the enactment of the APA, low school retention rates 
and underachievement are still rampant amongst OA students. For a better understanding of 
the OA educational participation, a brief history of the OA educational dynamic is useful.   
  
Prior to 1995, matters related to OA education were largely managed by the Department of 
OA Development (known as the Department of OA Affairs (JHEOA) then). Within this 
regulation, the department implemented a three-tiered educational program for the OA. It was 
a supplementary program that aimed to familiarise the OA children with the educational 
environment and subsequently prepare them for the mainstream education system 
(Kamaruddin, 2008). The program consisted of three stages. In the first stage the children 
went to village schools in their own settlements for the first three years of their formal 
schooling. At these village schools, the children were taught by the JHEOA staff. The 
department staff were selected for the teaching role because they were presumed to be more 
culturally competent to work with these Indigenous children. In addition, the staff also had 
more access to the community compared to teachers at mainstream schools. Then, once the 
children had completed the first stage, they would continue through primary six (highest 
primary level) in larger OA communities. In this stage, the teaching staff were normally 
Malay teachers provided by the Ministry of Education. In the final stage, after completing 
their primary education, the children would then be integrated into the mainstream schools 
for secondary education. At this level, the OA children were expected to be able to integrate 
themselves into the mainstream education system (Noor, 2012).   
  
Ideally, this system should be able to prepare the children for a larger educational setting with 
the other races from the mainstream community. However, it turned out that the system was 
not effective in improving the quality of education amongst the OA children. According to 
Noor (2012), this was due to the lack of training amongst the teaching staff, who themselves 
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had low levels of education background. Therefore, even though the department staff were 
familiar with the local cultures, the lack of qualification and training had hindered them from 
achieving the aims of this programme. Consequently, the Malaysia Ministry of Education 
then took over the administration of all OA schools in 1995. 
  
Today, all OA schools are under the administration of the Malaysia Ministry of Education. 
Table 2 below presents the number of OA students in both primary and secondary levels 
according to states based on the latest statistics issued by the Malaysia Ministry of Rural 
Development (2018): 
 
Table 2  
Number of OA Students in Primary and Secondary Schools 

  2018 
  PRIMARY SECONDARY TOTAL 

STATE 
NUMBER 

OF 
SCHOOLS 

NUMBER  
OF 

STUDENTS 

NUMBER 
OF 

SCHOOLS 

NUMBER  
OF 

STUDENTS 

NUMBER 
OF 

SCHOOLS 

NUMBER  
OF 

STUDENTS 

Johor 128 1,373 173 2,033 301 3,406 

Kedah 5 141 1 43 6 57 

Kelantan 12 1,051 20 2,374 32 3,425 

Melaka 29 201 42 277 71 478 

N. Sembilan 63 677 102 1,526 165 2,203 

Pahang 127 5,073 200 10,193 327 15,266 

Perak 90 3,945 134 7,426 224 11,371 

Selangor 59 1,131 89 2,536 148 3,667 

Terengganu 6 71 7 180 13 251 

Jumlah 519 13,536 768 26,588 1,287 40,124 
Source: Malaysia Ministry of Rural Development (2018). 
  
Based on the above statistics, a total of 40,124 students were recorded to have been in the 
formal school system as of March 31, 2018. In primary level, OA students have the options 
to either attend  OA national primary schools (SKOA) or the mainstream national type 
primary schools (SK), where they learn alongside students from other ethnic groups. As they 
move onto secondary level, most OA students will continue their education in mainstream 
national secondary schools. Alternatively, OA students may also attend the Comprehensive 
Special Model Schools (known as K9 schools) from Year One to Form Three (Year Nine) 
before they move to a mainstream school to finish the remaining secondary education.  As of 
2018, there are seven K9 schools available nationwide with five of these schools specifically 
catered for OA students. 
  
In recent years, various initiatives have been introduced to improve educational outcomes of 
OA students. One of the government’s key policies for OA education that is worth exploring 
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in this chapter is the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2012-2025 (Malaysia Ministry of 
Education, 2012). In line with the current needs of 21st century Malaysia, the following five 
system aspirations are outlined in the blueprint: 
 

• access 
• quality 
• equity 
• unity 
• efficiency 

 
In regards to OA education, access and equity are the two major pillars of the current 
educational reforms. As stated in the by the Malaysia Ministry of Education (2012, p.21), 
some of the existing government initiatives for OA communities include the following:  
 

• the Curriculum Asli and Penan (KAP) specifically tailored for the OA 
and Penan (an Indigenous group in East Malaysia) students  

• the Comprehensive Special Model Schools (K9) that provide residential 
facilities to OA students from Year One to Form Three (Year Nine) as a 
measure to reduce the drop-out rates among OA students   

• the inclusion of an OA language (Semai) in the curriculum in 2011 
• the Kelas Dewasa Orang Asli dan Peribumi (KEDAP), which is an adult 

learning programme providing Orang Asli adults with sufficient literacy 
and numeracy to support their children’s learning 

 
Drawing on the above-mentioned aspirations, an action plan for OA students was launched 
to improve the existing programs. Listed below are some of the initiatives geared to improve 
access and equity for OA students:  
 

• expansion of K9 schools from two to six schools  
• infrastructural upgrades for existing schools   
• update of the contextualised Curriculum Asli and Penan (KAP)  to align with 

the principles and framework used in the standard national syllabus (KSSR)  
• establishment of a research centre to develop curriculum and pedagogy 

specifically tailored to OA and other minority groups  
• improvement of teacher recruitment for OA schools 

 
In terms of the effectiveness of the above-mentioned initiatives, the 2017 report of Malaysia 
Education Blueprint 2012-2025 published by the Ministry of Education Malaysia (2018) 
provides us with some insights. In the report, the attendance rates of OA students were 
reported to have steadily increased from 76.7% in 2013 to 87.3% in 2017. However, despite 
the increase in attendance rates, the student transition rates from primary level to secondary 
level has seen a more unpredictable pattern. In 2017, the transition decreased to 74% 
compared to 83% in the previous year. In other words, while student attendance has 
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improved, the dropout issue remains unsolved. In terms of student achievement, not much 
data is available to provide a comprehensive view of the current state and the introduction of 
the above-mentioned initiatives. As reported in the 2017 report, some improvements had been 
recorded in K9 schools. Figure 3 below compares the achievement of K9 schools and the 
mainstream national type schools in the Primary School Achievement Test (UPSR) taken at 
the highest primary level (Year 6). For secondary level, no data are available in the report.  
 
 
Figure 3 
Comparison of UPSR achievement between National Schools and OA Schools 

Source: Malaysia Ministry of Education (2018) 
  
Based on the above graph, it can be seen that although there had been some improvement in 
K9 schools since 2012, the cumulative grade point achieved by K9 schools in 2017 (2.89) 
was still far below the national average (4.1). In addition, the report also mentioned that a 
Teacher Training Module Framework for OA Schools had been developed in 2017. However, 
to date, there are no data available in the literature that can further illustrate the effectiveness 
of the framework.  All in all, despite the growing support from the government, education for 
the OA communities is still far left behind compared to the national standard. The following 
subsections discuss the two most prevailing educational issues, which are the low level of 
school retention and low educational attainment. 
 

Low level of school retention. 
The most striking issue concerning OA educational participation is the low level of school 
retention. Official statistics and findings from previous studies provide a clear indicator of 
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the state of OA education. Figure 4 below presents information related to the dropout rates 
amongst OA students after the highest primary level (Year 6) from the years 2012 to 2017 as 
reported by the Malaysia Ministry of Education (2018):  

 
Figure 4 
Dropout rates among OA Students after Year 6  from years  2012 to 2017 

 
Source: Malaysia Ministry of Education (2018) 

 
The above graph clearly shows that the drop-out rates for OA students after Year 6 had 
remained high since 2012. In fact, the drop-out rate for the year 2017 remained as high as 
26% for OA students despite the ministry’s target to reduce OA drop-out rate to only 8%. For  
comparison, the drop-out rate for the national average in 2017 was only 3.4% (Malaysia 
Ministry of Education, 2018). The much higher dropout percentage (compared to the national 
average) in fact highlights the seriousness of this issue amongst OA students.  
 
Many reasons have been proffered to justify the low level of school retention among OA 
children. Some of the reasons cited in previous studies include those related to internal factors 
as well as other geographical and economic factors. Nor et al. (2011), for instance, claim that 
teachers often associated the low level of retention to internal factors such the lack of 
students’ motivation in pursuing education and the lack of parental support. In addition, issues 
such as high absenteeism and low academic achievement have also led to the high drop-out 
rates amongst OA students.  A more recent study conducted in an OA school also cited more 
internal factors such as home learning climate, lack of parental support and culture as being 
the reasons for the high drop-out rate (Norizan et. al, 2018). An extensive review of literature 
highlighted the trend of using deficit theorising to explain OA students’ drop-out cases. The 
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deficit theorising is not only limited to teachers’ perceptions alone. Similar patterns of deficit 
theorising have also been reflected in comments made by multiple public figures. For 
instance, the Perak State Islamic Religion and Education, and Rural Entrepreneur 
Development Committee Chairman once reported that the lack of education awareness 
amongst OA parents and their cultural practices, which were said to be too humble and 
sensitive, had contributed to the increased number of dropout cases among OA students in 
that particular state (New Straits Times, Dec 3, 2018).   
  
A deeper look into this issue, however, reveals that these often-cited reasons are indirectly 
caused by other bigger factors that are interwoven. While not many studies have looked into 
the bigger structural factors, an earlier study by Nicholas (2006) offers a deeper and more 
insightful analysis of the factors. In his study, Nicholas (2006) relates the high dropout rates 
to the impending geographical factors and transportation issues, which made it very 
challenging for them to attend schools that were not situated in their own villages. In addition, 
the children had to help their parents at work, particularly during fruit seasons and harvesting 
periods. Thirdly, the contrast in the pedagogy and culture may have also contributed to this 
situation. According to Nicholas, earning is seen as a process to be a good individual, not a 
competition for awards or certificates. Traditionally, learning takes place in a  less rigid 
manner, where no fixed curriculum or schedules to be followed. This is obviously not the 
same system being practiced in formal schools. Hence, for an OA child who is new to the 
rigid formal education system, such a difference may come as a shock. To bridge this gap, 
Nicholas (2006) suggests that relevant curriculum content and the indigenisation of teaching 
modules are essential in helping the OA children, who are culturally disadvantaged compared 
to other communities. In a more recent study by  Singar and Zainuddin (2017), similar 
structural reasons were also found to be among the major factors contributing to high drop-
out rates amongst OA students. In a nutshell, the issue of low school retention rates is indeed 
a multi-faceted situation. While most past studies often relate the factors to students’ own 
attitudes or their family background, a deeper analysis of the situation suggests that these 
internal reasons are not the root problems. Instead, there are other bigger external factors that 
should not be overlooked. 
 

Low educational attainment. 
  
Another major educational issue faced by the OA communities is the low educational 
attainment. Given the alarming rates of school dropout, it is not surprising to see OA students 
underachieving in school. In fact, official government statistics clearly indicate that OA 
students’ levels of achievement in education are much lower compared to other ethnic groups 
in Malaysia. The following graph (Figure 5) presents the statistics issued by the Ministry of 
Education Malaysia (2018): 
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 Figure 5 
Comparison between the National and OA/K9 Schools Passing Rate in UPSR Papers, 2012 
– 2017 

Source: Ministry of Education Malaysia  (2018) 
 
Figure 5 above shows a comparison between OA schools (OAS) and other national type 
(mainstream) schools in UPSR papers taken in the highest primary level (Year 6). Based on 
the graph, it is clear that the achievement of OA Schools (OAS) was much lower compared 
to the national average. What is more worrying, achievement of OA schools had decreased 
from 43.8% in 2016 to only 20.2% in 2017.  
  
Apart from that, the Ministry of Education (2018) also reported that up to 42% of OA 
candidates failed their UPSR English language papers in 2017. Across all papers, English 
language papers (writing and comprehension) witnessed the lowest passing rates with up to 
42% OA failed their writing paper and 33% failed the comprehension paper. In addition, the 
failure rates for Science and Mathematics were also high. Figure 6 below provides a more 
comprehensive view of the grade distribution by subjects: 
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Figure 6 
OA Schools Grade Distribution by Subjects in UPSR, 2017  

 Source: Ministry of Education Malaysia(2018) 
 
In secondary level, a study by Nor et al. (2011, p.45) found that more than 70% of the students 
did not achieve the minimum competency levels in English Language (90%), Mathematics 
(74%) and Science (83%).  On top of that, 51% of the students did not achieve the minimum 
competency levels in the Malay language, which is the national language and the medium of 
instructions in schools. The high percentage of failures in the English subject suggests that 
among English language learning was the weakest area of learning for OA students. This also 
suggests that more research is needed to understand OA formal learning, particularly their 
English language learning.   
 
Upon investigation, a number of factors leading to the low levels of achievement have been 
identified. While some studies have cited factors such as boredom, laziness, lack of awareness 
and low self-esteem among the reasons for underachievement, others have also identified 
factors that are more structural.  According to Malaysia Ministry of Education (2012), various 
economic, geographic, and cultural factors are among the obstacles that hinder OA students 
from getting access to quality education. In particular, the ministry has outlined the following 
factors in relation to this issue: 
 

• poverty   
• remote dwelling location   
• language barrier  
• lack of adequately trained teachers 
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Other reasons have also been mentioned in the literature. One of them is the use of a national 
curriculum that does not meet the needs of OA students (Kamaruddin & Jusoh, 2008; 
Nicholas, 2006). This view is also supported by Adnan & Saad (2010), who argue that the 
implementation of a unitary national education has contributed to the underachievement of 
OA students, whose learning needs differ significantly from the one being emphasized in the 
curriculum. In other words, the use of a standard national educational framework has affected 
the OA students’ achievement in schools due to the mismatch between the policy and the 
OA's unique needs. In addition, Nicholas (2006) also raises the concern that the national 
school system reduces the OA unique potential and needs into a fixed curriculum, salaried 
practitioners and a rigid modus operandi. In the OA traditional learning process, their forests 
play a central role, with a soul and spirituality of its own. On top of that, folklores, arts and 
crafts, songs and rituals also play vital roles in OA learning. The absence of these elements 
makes it tougher for the OA children to identify themselves with the school curriculum 
(Nicholas, 2006).  
  
Besides the contrast between curriculum and culture, there are also other factors cited by 
researchers. These include lack of self-esteem, boredom or disengagement from the 
curriculum on offer, lack of educational awareness and parental involvement (Abdul Razaq 
& Zalizan, 2009; Mohd Asri, 2012; ; Ramlee, 2013; Salleh et al., 2009; Sharifah et al., 2011; 
Wan Hasmah et al, 2013). In a nutshell, the low educational attainment amongst OA students 
is in fact a multifaceted issue that should not be blamed on the students’ attitudes alone. 
Instead, there is a need for all aspects of OA students’ learning to be considered, and this 
includes their language learning. A detailed discussion on this is presented in the upcoming 
Literature Review chapter. 
  
The above discussion demonstrates that educational struggles faced by the OA communities 
(i.e. low school retention and low educational attainment) are indeed interwoven. Both of 
these issues share the same grass root problems, which are derived from both internal and 
external problems. While a growing number of studies have shifted from the deficit 
perspective to a more empowering one when explaining the educational issues of OA, not 
many have looked into the intricacy of power imbalance that exists between OA communities 
and other stakeholders in the formal educational setting. This thesis argues that to truly 
improve OA educational outcomes, more research that looks into the underlying issues of 
power and injustice, which have been shackling OA for generations, is crucially needed. This 
is because the educational struggles that OA students are facing today have a close link to the 
fact that OA communities are continuously marginalised and oppressed due to multiple waves 
of colonisation that they have endured.   
 
For this purpose, the work of Paulo Freire (1970/2005), Pedagogy of the Oppressed, provides 
a framework for much of the discussion related to OA education. In his book, Freire (2005) 
explains that pedagogy of the oppressed is a pedagogy that is forged with an oppressed 
individual or group of people as an initiative to regain liberation. In the process of making 
and remaking the pedagogy, the oppressed will have to fight for their liberation. As a whole, 
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Freire’s overarching concept of gaining liberation through the making and remaking of a 
pedagogy that is designed with the oppressed group resonates with the transformative aims 
of this study and the employed Indigenous research agenda (explained in detail in Chapter 
Three). To be more specific, two concepts outlined in Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, 
which are banking concepts of education and problem-posing education, are particularly 
important in this study. 
 
Banking concept of education, as defined by Freire (2005), refers to the teacher’s practice of 
depositing information for students to merely receive, memorise and repeat. This means that 
through this banking concept, students’ roles are only limited to receiving and storing the 
information; it allows no room for any active or creative roles of students. Some of the 
characteristics of the banking concept outlined by Freire (2005) are as follows:  
 

• the teacher teaches and the students are taught; 
• the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing; 
• the teacher talks and the students meekly listen; 
• the teacher thinks and the students are thought about;  
• the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own 

professional authority; 
• the eacher chooses the program content, and the students adapt to it. (p.73) 

 
According to Freire (2005), the banking concept of education needs to be challenged because 
it can be utilised by the dominant groups to encourage passivity amongst the oppressed or 
minority groups. One way to challenge this is by introducing problem-posing education 
(Freire, 2005), which is another important concept in this study. In problem-posing education, 
as explained by Freire, students will be more critical and they play active roles as co-
investigators. Teachers’ roles centre around creating a condition that allows students to create 
their knowledge. Part of this process will involve students being challenged with problems 
that reflect them and their world. In other words, through problem-posing education, students 
are encouraged to be critical and challenge themselves in order to create understandings.  
 
In the context of OA education, past studies such as Abdullah et al. (2013) and Rabahi et al. 
(2016) reveal some indications of the banking concept of education in OA classrooms. 
Although these studies did not look into the issues from Freire’s transformative perspective, 
the highlighted incidences suggest that there is a need for conversations that advocate more 
empowering and liberating ways of teaching and learning to take place within this field of 
study. Motivated by such a need, this study will employ these concepts to frame some of the 
issues related to languages and language learning amongst the OA of Malaysia.  
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1.2 Problem Statement 
 
In the preceding section, I highlighted two educational issues that have become constant 
struggles of the OA communities, which are the high dropout rates and low educational 
attainment. While the discussion draws our attention to the overall problem faced by OA 
students in schools, it also highlights the challenge that OA students are facing in their English 
language learning. To have a clearer picture of this situation, it is best to revisit the earlier 
mentioned statistics of their levels of achievement in the English subject. As mentioned 
earlier, up to 42% OA candidates failed their UPSR English language papers in 2017. Across 
all papers, their achievement in English language papers (writing and comprehension) 
witnessed the lowest passing rates (Malaysia Ministry of Education, 2018). In secondary 
level, more than 90% of the students did not achieve the minimum competency levels in 
English Language and 51% of the students did not achieve the minimum competency levels 
in the Malay language (Nor et al., 2011). These data serve as a clear indication of the poor 
performance of OA students in their formal English language learning.   
  
This poor performance needs to be further investigated due to the important roles played by 
the English language nationally and globally. English is a compulsory subject in both primary 
and secondary levels of schooling in Malaysia. The importance of English in Malaysia is 
evident in various language policies that have been implemented in the broad educational 
setting since the country gained its independence in 1957. As mentioned by Azirah (2009), 
the challenges of globalisation and internalization brought about the pressure to be competent 
in English, which in return intensified the problem that the OA students are facing. In fact, in 
one of the latest national education plans – the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025, 
ensuring that every child is proficient in Malay and English language has been clearly stated 
as one of the goals (Ministry of Education, 2012). The need for this bilingual proficiency is 
emphasised due to the current status of Malay as the national language and English as an 
international language. In this context, competency in English is regarded as a key 
requirement that can help to maximise Malaysians’ employability in the global workforce 
(Ministry of Education, 2012).  In line with the perceived importance of English in Malaysia, 
the government has begun to intensify efforts to improve overall English learning outcomes 
by improving the teaching standards and increasing English exposure time in classrooms 
(Ministry of Education, 2012).  
 
However, despite the intensified efforts to ensure that every child is proficient in the national 
language and English, the overall situation on the ground is more complex. In the Malaysia 
Country Report on Language, Education and Social Cohesion Initiative 2013 published by 
UNICEF, the gap between perceptions of minority groups (include the OA communities) and 
officials on questions of language in education as well as other social domains is highlighted 
(Lo Bianco & UNICEF, 2016). In the report, the need for more explorations of the 
connections between mother tongue abilities, Malay language capabilities, and knowledge of 
and literacy in English is also emphasised. However, in this context, Lo Bianco & UNICEF 
(2016) also notes that “a wider public acceptance that language is a complex and multi-
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faceted resource needs to be promoted so that language policies can include bottom-up 
processes as well as top-down delivery of decision-making on language” (p.2).   
 
These developments reiterate the complex multilingual challenge that many OA students are 
facing in order to succeed in their formal education and subsequently navigate the globalised 
workforce. A typical OA student generally speaks at least two languages- their OA language 
and Malay. On top of these two languages, they also learn the English in school and use the 
language in certain domains. In the existing literature on OA students’ English language 
learning, the complexity of their language environment has often been underplayed. The 
situation faced by the OA communities to some extent mirrors the experiences faced in 
Thailand, where language challenges are faced at three levels; the sub-national, national and 
extra-national levels (Lo Bianco, 2007). In the context of OA communities in Malaysia, their 
local Indigenous languages are used at the sub-national level, Malay at the national language  
and English at the extra-national level. 
 
Stemming from the above concerns, this research project aimed to understand the language 
learning of OA students (particularly their English language learning) by looking into the 
complex interplay of the languages that coexist in the language environment of OA students 
in Malaysia. This study had focused on the students’ local language (OA languages), national 
language (Malay) and international language (English). It was anticipated that by exploring 
the complex interplay of these languages, a more accurate picture of language practices of 
OA students could be generated and relevant recommendations that could help OA students 
fare better in their formal language learning, particularly in their English language learning, 
could also be put forward.  

 
1.3 Research Aims  
In essence, the broad aim of this project is to investigate the language learning experiences 
of OA students in Malaysia by placing the issue within a broader landscape that takes into 
account their complex language environment. In particular, this research has been anchored 
to the following research aims, which were to investigate: 
 
• the roles of local, national and international languages  in the lives of school-aged OA 

children 
• the attitudes of OA children and their parents towards OA languages, Malay and 

English 
• the use of OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in their formal English 

language learning 
• the attitudes and beliefs about their students that are held by teachers teaching OA 

children  
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1.4 Research Questions  
To achieve the earlier-mentioned aims, this study was guided by the following research 
questions:  
  

• What roles do local, national and international languages play in the family, 
community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children?  

• What attitudes to these languages are held by the children themselves and their 
parents? 

• What use is made of the OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in their 
school-based learning, particularly in their language classrooms?  

• What beliefs about their students are held by the teachers of OA children?  

1.5 Significance of the Study  
 
The alarming state of OA students’ underachievement in language learning is an area that is 
unquestionably worth investigating. While a growing number of studies have successfully 
explored various key aspects of OA English learning, very little attention has been given to 
the complexity of OA’s language ecology in relation to their formal learning at school. To be 
more specific, despite the widespread interest in OA’s English learning, not many studies 
have looked into the roles of OA languages as the local languages and Malay as the national 
language, and how these languages may shape the students’ English language learning. In 
addition, research that specifically looks into the wider political power relations underlying 
OA’s language choice and how these power differentials shape the people’s attitudes and 
beliefs about these languages is also scarce. Another crucial point that is worth highlighting 
is that very few studies conducted with OA communities have put the people’s voice central 
to investigation. Methodologically, the incorporation of what are termed “Indigenous 
methodologies” (Chilisa, 2012; Smith, 2012) in research about OA language learning is also 
very limited. This means that even though research about OA’s language learning has grown 
considerably in recent years, there are still gaps that need to be addressed.   
  
This thesis argues that it is crucial to approach the issues of OA’s language learning and 
language education from a perspective that takes into account important aspects like power 
relations and Indigenous worldviews. The lack of consideration of power relations in the 
context of OA’s language learning needs to be addressed as the significance of the often 
unequal power relations between minority and majority language communities are widely 
ignored or down-played in language research (May, 2011). In the context of OA research, it 
is essential to place the issue of language learning in a wider sociolinguistic landscape as 
there have been studies, though limited in number, that have found the Indigenous languages 
spoken by the OA to be highly endangered. In these studies, language shift and loss is 
observed in at least one OA sub ethnic group (Coluzzi et al, 2017; Ghani & Che Lah, 2015; 
Karim & Rashid, 2001; Zulkifli, 2010).   
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In line with the concern of investigating OA language learning in ways that involve OA 
people in the research and take heed of issues of power and equity, this study has been framed 
within the transformative paradigm, where the issue of power and privilege is explicitly 
addressed (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). To complement the transformative aims of this study, 
aspects of Indigenous methodologies were also incorporated into the overall framework as an 
effort to foreground the voices of OA. Such an approach is appropriate for this research 
context as it resonates with the global concern of Indigenous peoples.   
  
All in all, this study is significant and timely for OA educational developments for two 
reasons. First, in line with the Malaysian government’s aspiration for better equity and 
achievement in education (Ministry of Education, 2012), and in an attempt to fill the gap in 
the educational research of OA communities in Malaysia, this study seeks to probe more 
deeply into the issues of OA students’ language learning experiences. Secondly, it is a much-
needed and timely study in that, with the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies in a 
transformative framework, this study has also sought to provide an avenue for OA 
communities (students, parents and other community members) to play active roles in the 
inquiry process. Ultimately, it is anticipated that findings from this study will provide deeper 
insights into OA’s language learning so that a more culturally responsive model of teaching 
and learning can be developed.   
  

1.6 Personal Interest & Motivation  
 
Apart from the earlier-discussed concerns raised by official government records and current 
literature, my decision to embark on this research journey was also largely motivated by my 
personal interest as an OA woman. As an OA child hailing from one of the vast Malaysian 
jungles, I have personally seen how access to quality education is a privilege that not all OA 
children can afford to experience.   
  
Having spent most of my schooling years in boarding schools away from my OA community, 
my schooling experience was indeed a struggle that not all OA children would survive. 
Throughout my formal schooling, I experienced discrimination from other ethnic groups and 
maintaining my Indigenous identity was a huge challenge as none of my OA values and 
cultural capital was welcomed in the school environment. Oftentimes, I would have to leave 
my Indigenous identity in the margins and disguise it with a more dominant Malay identity 
in order to blend in. I worked hard to learn English so that I would be able to survive in the 
competitive mainstream setting. Over time, I detached myself from my own roots as I got 
assimilated into the mainstream Malay society. I lost my Temiar identity during my teenage 
years and struggled to reconnect with it later in my adult life.  In my quest to attain better 
education, I became a Malaysian with no clear sense of my Indigenous identity.   
  
In 2012, I was awarded the OA Icon Award by the Malaysian government for my excellent 
academic and professional achievements. As an OA icon, I was fortunate enough to be given 
the opportunity to work closely with  OA students. As part of this community service, I 
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conducted English language workshops and motivational talks with OA children in different 
parts of Malaysia. The workshops became a platform for me to meet young OA and listen to 
their stories. It was heartbreaking to find out that not much had changed since my schooling 
years in terms of their experiences in mainstream schools. Their heartbreaking stories sparked 
deeper interest and concern, which eventually motivated me to investigate the educational 
experiences of OA students.   
  
In 2013, after completing my Master of TESOL programme at The University of Melbourne, 
I started a research project on the teaching and learning of English language amongst the OA 
students as the partial requirement for my Graduate Certificate in Educational Research at 
The University of Melbourne. Under the supervision of Dr Paul Molyneux, I analysed several 
main policies related to OA learning in Malaysian schools.  Employing Gee’s (2011) 
framework of critical analysis, I found that in most policies, the OA communities are 
frequently portrayed in deficit terms and their voices are often silenced.  Apart from that, this 
policy review also highlights that despite the certain legislated special rights, we, the OA of 
Malaysia, are still underserved and disinvested compared to our counterparts. Realising how 
important this subject matter is to the OA of Malaysia, I then embarked on my PhD journey 
in 2014 under the supervision of Professor Joseph Lo Bianco and Dr Paul Molyneux at 
Melbourne Graduate School of Education, The University of Melbourne. 
  
Despite the sad reality of the current state of OA education, I have also seen the transformative 
power of education. Amongst the handful of OA individuals who have been fortunate enough 
to gain access to quality education, I have noticed how our voices are beginning to be heard 
by a wider audience. In the mainstream settings, our voices seem to be getting lifted from the 
margins at a relatively slow pace, but our voices are now louder than those of our fathers, 
mothers and forefathers. Unfortunately, not all OA individuals have the same opportunities 
as I have had. Therefore, as someone who has lost and to some extent found her Indigenous 
voice in the name of a “worthy” education, I see this research project as my commitment to 
amplify the voices of my people and unveil the transformative power of education.  

 
1.7 Organisation of this Thesis  
 
Altogether, this thesis is organised into eight chapters. In this first chapter (Introduction), 
readers are presented with the background information about the research project. In order to 
provide sufficient background information that facilitates readers’ understanding of the 
subject matters investigated in this thesis, Chapter One outlines a brief introduction to the OA 
of Malaysia and other important aspects of the reported study, which are the background of 
the study, statement of the problem, research aims, research questions and significance of the 
study. Subsequently, in the second chapter (Literature Review), I present readers with a 
detailed discussion on the theories of knowledge that have informed this study. In addition, 
Chapter Two also includes an in-depth discussion on the current research and policy literature 
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around the notions of indigeneity, language ecology, multilingualism in education and OA 
language learning. 
  
As the significance of the study becomes evident through the foregrounding and analysis of 
related literature, the following Chapter Three (Research Design) then details and justifies 
the methodological approaches and methods of data collection employed in this inquiry. In 
addition, more detailed information on the context of the study and procedures adopted for 
the analysis of data is also presented in Chapter Three.  Then, the thesis proceeds with Chapter 
Four (Voices of OA Students), where the results of language use survey and student 
interviews are presented. Subsequently, Chapter Five (Voices of OA Students and Parents) 
presents the voices of OA students and their parents gathered in the photovoice project and 
sharing circles conducted by and with research participants. Chapter Six (The School Lives 
of OA Students) continues to present results of inquiry by focusing on data gathered through 
classroom observations and teacher interviews.  
  
Following the preceding data result chapters, Chapter Seven (Discussion of Findings) 
presents a thorough discussion of findings in relation to the adopted key concepts. In this 
chapter, drawing on the discussion of findings, I also present the answers to the earlier-posed 
research questions.  Finally, building on the discussions of all findings and their relevance to 
the research framework, this thesis concludes with Chapter Eight (Conclusion and 
Recommendations). In this final chapter, relevant recommendations that are aimed at 
improving OA students’ experience in English language learning are articulated. This chapter 
concludes with a discussion on the contributions of this study, which subsequently highlights 
some newly raised questions that may help to shed light on the aspects that could be useful 
for future researchers.   
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CHAPTER TWO : LITERATURE REVIEW 
  

2.0 Introduction 
  
In the previous chapter, background information that explains important aspects of this study 
is provided to introduce the study to readers. The discussion in Chapter One has underscored 
three main areas of research that are relevant to this study, which are the notion of indigeneity, 
language ecology and language learning for the OA students.  As previously mentioned, 
based on the highlighted problem, this study aimed to answer the following research 
questions: 
 

• What roles do local, national and international languages play in the family, 
community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children?  

• What attitudes to these languages are held by the children themselves and 
their parents? 

• What use is made of the OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in 
their school-based learning, particularly in their language classrooms?  

• What beliefs about their students are held by the teachers of OA children?  
 
In line with these research questions, this chapter aims to further explore the areas of 
investigation by discussing theories, research and key policies related to the concepts of 
indigeneity, language ecology, multilingualism in education and OA language learning. This 
entails an extensive discussion that addresses areas of agreement and contention in the 
literature, which in return would establish the rationales that prompted the decision to 
undertake this research. The review is organised in the following order:  
  

• Understanding Indigeneity and Colonialism 
• Understanding the OA Language Ecology  
• Multilingualism in Education 
• OA Language Learning 

  
This chapter concludes by foregrounding the need for an insider study that investigates the 
family, community, and academic lives of OA students in relation to their language use and 
attitudes, which consequently justifies this study and its significance. 
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2.1 Understanding Indigeneity and Colonialism 
 
In order to establish a clear understanding of the current struggles of the OA communities in 
Malaysia, three key notions in Indigenous research, which are the notions of colonialism, 
anti-colonialism and indigeneity, are explored in detail in this subsection.  These three 
intersecting notions are central to this thesis as they help to explain how the struggles of OA 
in Malaysia can be situated within the context of global Indigenous communities. To achieve 
this purpose, the works of various Indigenous scholars are reviewed alongside other key 
documents, policies and research reports that highlight the plight and voices of Indigenous 
peoples around the world.   
  

2.1.1 Indigeneity. 
  

The term Indigenous is problematic in that it appears to collectivize many 
distinct populations whose experiences under imperialism have been vastly 
different. 

(Smith, 2012, pp.37-38) 
  
In the above quote, the prominent Maori scholar, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), points out that 
the term ‘Indigenous’ is problematic as it collectivises different populations that have 
undergone different experiences. The term ‘Indigenous peoples’ itself, which emerged in the 
1970s, is a relatively recent term and the final ‘s’ in ‘people’ recognises the real differences 
between Indigenous groups around the world (Smith, 2012). While the term ‘Indigenous’ is 
widely used in the scholarship, Smith also highlights other collective terms such 'First 
Peoples' or 'Native Peoples', 'First Nations' or 'People of the Land', 'Aboriginals' or 'Fourth 
World’ (Smith, 2012, p.38) used to label Indigenous people worldwide. In Australia and 
North America, the term Indigenous is used to collectivise diverse communities under a single 
grouping. According to Smith (2012), Indigenous peoples in New Zealand are commonly 
referred to using the term ‘Maori’ or ‘tangata whenua’. While the word “Maori” is in fact an 
Indigenous term, it reflects the “colonial relationship between Maori and Pakeha (the non-
Indigenous population)” (Smith, 2012, p.38).  
  
Some terms, as mentioned by Smith (2012), reflect the classification systems used by the 
colonial powers. This is the case in the context of OA in Malaysia as the term Orang Asli was 
introduced in the 1950s by the British colonial government for administrative purposes. What 
is worth noting here is that the term OA (Original People) itself is a Malay term selected by 
the British colonial government to replace the previously used term “Sakai”, which was 
considered a derogatory term. Before the term OA was used to classify the different 
Indigenous groups residing in the Malay Peninsula, the 18 OA sub ethnic groups viewed 
themselves as heterogeneous groups of peoples (Nicholas, 2006). Today, the OA of Malaysia 
are generally known as a homogenous group despite most groups practicing different cultural 
beliefs and speaking different languages. The homogeneity of 18 different Indigenous groups, 
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which are now collectively known as the OA, reflects the impositions of perceptions and 
ideologies of the non OA communities onto the lives of OA (Subramaniam, 2015). In other 
words, for the OA of Malaysia, the introduction of the term OA itself, which was supposed 
to reflect their Indigenous identities, reflects the coloniser’s impositions rather than people’s 
act of self-determination.  
  
As such, defining indigeneity is a challenging task. According to Odello (2016), indigeneity 
involves not only legal classifications, but also historical, sociological, anthropological and 
political issues which may affect how certain rights can be defined and implemented in legal 
documents and courts. One of the widely referred to definitions is by Cobo (1982), which 
states that:  
  

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical 
continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their 
territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now 
prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant 
sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future 
generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their 
continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, 
social institutions and legal system.(p.29) 

                                                              
Apart from Cobo’s definition, another key reference that provides some guidelines to who 
should be considered as an Indigenous group is the ILO Convention 169 (1989) document. 
Although the document does not clearly define indigeneity, it includes statements that 
indicate the groups that the document considers as Indigenous peoples. In this regard, the 
document applies to:  
 
• tribal peoples in independent countries whose social, cultural and economic 

conditions distinguish them from other sections of the national community and 
whose status is regulated wholly or partially by their own customs or traditions or by 
special laws or regulations; 
• peoples in independent countries who are regarded as Indigenous on account of their 

descent from the populations which inhabited the country, or a geographical region 
to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonization or the 
establishment of present state boundaries and who, irrespective of their legal status, 
retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions. 
(p.6) 
  

In the Malaysian context, the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954 (discussed earlier in Chapter One) 
provides  detailed definitions of OA. As stated in the Aboriginal  the following criteria define 
the identity of an OA:  
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• Any person whose male parent is or was, a member of an aboriginal ethnic 
group, who speaks an aboriginal language and habitually follows an 
aboriginal way of life and aboriginal customs and beliefs, and includes a 
descendant through males of such persons;   

• Any person of any race adopted when an infant by aborigines who has been 
brought up as an aborigine, habitually speaks an aboriginal language, 
habitually follows an aboriginal way of life and aboriginal customs and 
beliefs and is a member of an aboriginal community; or   

• The child of any union between an aboriginal female and a male of another 
race, provided that the child habitually speaks an aboriginal language, 
habitually follows an aboriginal way of life and aboriginal customs and 
beliefs and remains a member of an aboriginal community. (p.6)   

  
Despite the clear definition outlined in this act, the lives of OA in Malaysia, OA indigeneity 
is still being debated. More about the current debate on this issue is presented later in this 
section. 
  
To further understand the notion of indigeneity, O’Sullivan’s (2017) work on indigeneity “as 
a developing theory of justice and political strategy” (p. 35) is also worth reviewing as it 
expands the notion into a bigger perspective. While the previous discussion looks into how 
the term indigeneity defines an individual or a group’s Indigenous identity, O’Sullivan’s 
(2017) examines indigeneity as a theory that “aims to create political space for substantive 
and sustainable reconciliation through self-determination and a particular Indigenous share 
in the sovereign authority of the modern state itself ” (O’Sullivan, 2017, p.35). Through 
indigeneity, the first peoples seek to challenge the state’s political agendas that do not take 
into consideration the Indigenous perspectives, their history and current struggles. It 
challenges and transforms postcolonial understandings of power, politics and justice to take 
an expansive view of what counts as fair and reasonable. This means that indigeneity demands 
for the current circumstances of the Indigenous peoples to be understood within the socio-
political context of our struggles. For this to take place, it is then crucial, as O’Sullivan (2017) 
says, for the Indigenous cultures, languages and traditional resources to be acknowledged as 
part of the people’s individual and collective rights.  
  
O’Sullivan (2017) also suggests that the stability of political institutions in a country could 
be a catalyst for self-determination of its Indigenous peoples. Basing his argument on the 
cases of Australia, New Zealand and Fiji, O’Sullivan argues that such a stability allows 
coherent politics of indigeneity to form as both a theory of justice and a political strategy 
asserting the terms on which Indigenous peoples wish to belong to the nation state. In this 
regard, his study has found that unlike in New Zealand, the political instability in Fiji hindered 
their Indigenous peoples from claiming for self-determination.  
  
As a whole, O’Sullivan’s (2017) work positions indigeneity as a theory of justice and political 
strategy that is concerned with the issue of self-determination for Indigenous peoples. Self-
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determination, as highlighted by Smith (2012), is in fact a theme that is central in Indigenous 
discourses . The Indigenous agenda of self-determination goes beyond addressing the 
political concerns surrounding Indigenous communities as it also aims to achieve social 
justice (Smith, 2012). It requires a re-evaluation of the history that has been told from the 
colonisers’ perspectives. This also involves, as Smith further explains, critiquing the ways 
we, the Indigenous peoples, have been represented or excluded in our own history. In other 
words, the discussion thus far highlights that to understand indigeneity and find answers to 
the question of self-determination of Indigenous peoples, it is imperative to have a careful 
examination of our history, in which our Indigenous perspectives and voices need to be 
foregrounded.  
  
While Indigenous history is central in the discussion on indigeneity, it is also crucial to 
understand how indigeneity is positioned within our present-day globalised world. This is 
because globalization, to some extent, has made the lives of Indigenous peoples even more 
challenging. In the words of Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), this reality is aptly captured:  
 

While being on the margins of the world has had dire consequences, being 
incorporated within the world’s marketplace has different implications and in turn 
requires the mounting of new forms of resistance (p.65)  

 
This above quote draws our attention to the evergrowing struggles faced by the already 
marginalised Indigenous communities in the face of of globalisation. This is also agreed by 
Stewart-Harawira (2005), who argues that the rapid capitalist expansion in globalisation 
makes colonisation a continuing phenomenon that keeps pushing Indigenous people’s rights 
to the margins. Certainly, the highlighted realities of the notion of indigeneity in today’s 
globalised world begs a question to be pondered- is globalisation, then, a new form of 
colonialism? In the upcoming subsection, where colonialism is discussed in great detail, this 
question is explored from both global and local perspectives.  
  
Taking the discussion to the context of this study, the fluidity OA indigeneity is apparent and 
their rights for self-determination remain elusive. In this regard, Subramaniam’s (2015)’s 
study is illuminating. The study, which looked into the notion of indigeneity and the rights of 
OA from the legal perspectives, highlights the legal position of the OA in Malaysia. 
According to Subramaniam, the Malaysian Constitution accords the special positions of the 
Malays, the aborigines (OA) and natives of the States of Sabah and Sarawak (East Malaysia). 
However, in reality, the OA communities do not enjoy the same constitutional rights that are 
granted to its Malay and East Malaysia natives counterparts (Subramaniam, 2015; Nicholas, 
2006). Subramaniam (2015) links this injustice to the paternalistic nature of the Aboriginal 
Peoples Act 1954 (APA), which , as he claims, denies the OA their rights for self-
determination. In the context of OA, their self-determination includes freedom to decide on 
matters related to their identities, institutions, lands and lives. In Chapter One earlier, issues 
surrounding the APA have been discussed in detail.  
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In his study, Subramaniam (2015) also claims that OA indigeneity has been contested by the 
Malays majority ruling government in at least two ways. First, it is based on the claims made 
by two former prime ministers of Malaysia, which suggested that the Malays were the 
Indigenous and the definitive people of Peninsular Malaysia because they were the ones who 
formed effective governments. The claims argued that the OA, despite being the first peoples 
in the region, did not establish any governments. To further understand how such an 
ethnocentric view could be reflected in the government administration, a revisit to the history 
of OA-Malay relationship is illuminating. As mentioned in Chapter One earlier, before the 
British colonial era, OA-Malay relationships had evolved from being symbiotic to those that 
witnessed the Malay settlers regarding themselves to be more superior than the Indigenous 
peoples in the region (Andayan, 2002). Such a distinction had made the Malays feel that they 
were fit to rule the Indigenous groups whom they deemed inferior (Benjamin, 2012). Clearly, 
this colonial mindset has remained prevalent in the question of indigeneity in Malaysia and 
has been shaping many aspects of OA’s lives including their rights for self-determination.  
  
In the question of OA’s self-determination, Subramaniam (2015) claims that the APA gives 
questionable powers to the federal and state governments that determine many key aspects of 
OA lives. Such legal powers have put OA’s identity, land rights, leadership and Indigenous 
knowledge in the hands of the government. In other words, instead of acknowledging the 
Indigenous rights outlined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP), Malaysia, on the other hand, uses the APA as a legal tool to deny OA of 
their rights for self-determination (Subramaniam, 2015). The uncertainties in the domestic 
legislation have also caused the tension around the issue of OA indigeneity. In this instance, 
Subramaniam (2015) draws our attention to a court case that witnessed the federal and state 
governments contesting OA’s rights to their customary lands by arguing that the community 
involved no longer practiced the “aboriginal way of life” . In this context, it is worth 
mentioning that in the APA, “leading the aboriginal way of life” is considered as part of the 
criteria of being an OA . In other words, the ambiguity of the act, that was meant to protect 
the OA rights, was ironically used as a premise to deny the Indigenous groups of their own 
rights. In other words, instead of acknowledging the Indigenous rights outlined in the 
UNDRIP, Malaysia, on the other hand, uses APA as a legal tool to deny OA their rights for 
self-determination. In addition, the stark contradiction between the government’s 
interpretation of APA and their integrationist policies for the OA communities (discussed in 
Chapter 1 earlier) has also underscored the state’s lack of willingness to accord the OA with 
the rights that they deserve. Such unwillingness reflects O’Sullivan’s (2017) arguments 
around the notion of indigeneity, where he claimed that the states-Indigenous peoples 
relationships have been shaped by dispossession of resources, usurpation of political authority 
and affronts of human dignity, which call for the rights for self-determination.  
  
In conclusion, the above discussion on indigeneity points to three major issues surrounding 
the notion. First, as pointed out by Smith (2012), the fluidity surrounding the notion of 
indigeneity itself has not only made the notion controversial but also contested. Secondly, the 
discussion also highlights another important aspect in Indigenous discourses, which is the 
rights for self-determination. This, in return, urges us to question the state’s stance behind 
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their lack of willingness to domestically acknowledge the indigeneity of Indigenous groups 
and their rights for self-determination. As a whole, all these three major issues need to be 
understood from the sociohistorical aspects of the complex relationships that many global 
Indigenous groups currently have with their own governments. In the next subsection, these 
relationships are discussed in detail by extending the conversation to another key notion in 
Indigenous research, which is colonialism.  
 
What being Indigenous Means to Indigenous Peoples  
 
It is essential to note that while the concept of ‘Indigenous people’ has gained recognition 
globally (Baird, 2016), the term ‘Indigenous’ or ‘indigeneity’ itself is defined differently in 
different countries (Matute, 2021; Smith, 2012). As Matute (2021) claims, indigeneity is 
rather a concept that emerged in the attempt to distinguish a “supposedly underdeveloped 
group” from the so-called mainstream society. The author further claims that this indigenous 
and mainstream dichotomy has, to some extent, undermined the diversity within and 
between indigenous peoples. In many instances, the definitions of indigeneity have in fact 
been composed by the ruling power instead of the indigenous groups themselves such as in 
the case of the Maori of Aotearoa (Sarivaara et. al; 2013). Similarly, for the Orang Asli of 
Malaysia, the definitions of Orang Asli outlined in the APA 1954 were in fact composed 
and imposed by the ruling powers. These instances underscore the need to decolonise the 
globally accepted definitions of indigeneity by highlighting what being indigenous really 
means to Indigenous peoples. This process, as mentioned by Matute (2021), would entail 
an exploration of how the notion of indigeneity is interpreted by a specific indigenous group 
as a result of their experiences across times and spaces. For this purpose, this subsection 
reviews the ways how some Indigenous peoples around the globe define their indigeneity.   
 
A review on the current Indigenous research literature highlights the strong connection that 
many Indigenous peoples have with the lands, which is the defining feature of our 
Indigenous identities. In the context of the Maori in Aotearoa (New Zealand), the land is 
regarded as the source of life, which has to be conserved and protected. To the Maori, the 
value of the land goes beyond its political and economic values. In his writing, Moana 
Jackson (2019), an Indigenous scholar from the Iwi (tribal nation) of Ngati Kahungunu and 
Ngati Porou, uses a Maori proverb that says, “the land ensures the welfare of the people, the 
forest shade provides peace, and the bounty of both replenishes the body” to further illustrate 
the importance of land to the people. In fact, as Jackson (2019) notes, the human placenta 
and the land are both called ‘whenua’ signifying the importance of the land as the source of 
lives. Similarly, in the context of North America, the Cheyenne people of Turtle Island also 
share a strong tie to their land and the earth. As explained by an Indigenous scholar from 
the Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma, Henrietta Mann (2019), the Cheyenne believe 
that the red earth paint was the beginning of the substances that made the earth”. In this 
regard, Cheyenne have their own term for the first peoples, which is xamaa-vo’estaneo’o, 
which means ‘indigenous, aboriginal, natural people’ reflecting the close relationship that 
they have with their land and nature (Mann, 2019).  
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In Australia, being Aboriginal, as captured by Trigger and Martin (2016) in their research, 
is also a reflection of the people’s strong ties to their landscape. In this regard, the 
importance of their landsape in manifesting powerful forces relating to the Dreaming is also 
central to Australian Aboriginals’ indigenous identities. Dreaming, as they explained, is “a 
complex religious system that conveys stories of ancestor- heroes who moved through 
“country” and created its features in ancient times, leaving their essence everywhere into 
the present” (Trigger and Martin, 2016, p. 825). In other words, to Aboriginal Australians, 
the landscape possesses spiritual values that are integral in their aboriginality. This is also 
highlighted in an earlier study by Everett (1996), which captured voices of Aboriginal 
peoples in Australia who viewed their identities as a manifestation of customary cultural 
practices that are closely related to their spiritual beliefs. In this regard, the importance of 
mother Earth and the Great Spirit is central to what being aborigine means (Everett, 1996). 
In a more recent project conducted by the Victorian government, members of Aboriginal 
communities in Australia have also defined their aboriginality by relationships that they 
share with other members of the communities through their shared experience, beliefs, 
culture and pride as the Aboriginal peoples of Australia (Andersen, 2019).   

In the African context, Pelican (2009) explores the complexities of indigeneity by 
highlighting the experiences of two Indigenous groups in Cameroon, namely the Mbororo 
and Grassfielders For the Mbororo, their indigeneity stems from the principles of self-
identification and attachment to their distinct culture and lifestyle that are constantly 
marginalized in the wider society. The Grassfielders, on the other hand, claim their 
indigeneity based on the argument of priority in time as they are natives of the land who 
have ancestral ties with the land’s ritual topography (Pelican, 2009). While Mbororo’s self-
identification as the Indigenous people is in line with the global definition of Indigenous 
people outlined in international documents such as UNDRIP and ILO Convention 169 
(1989), the Grassfielders reject Mbororo’s indigeneity as the latter are not the natives. Due 
to this understanding, Grassfielders regard themselves as sons and daughters of the soil 
while Mbororo are regarded as a migrant population. Using these instances, Pelican (2009) 
highlights the fact how a group like Mbororo may be considered as an indigenous people 
internationally while locally perceived as migrants by other groups who are the natives of 
the area.  
 
In the context of OA in Malaysia, unlike in Aotearoa (New Zealand), North America and 
Australia, most past studies such as Idrus (2011), Nah (2003), Subramaniam (2015) have 
discussed the notion of OA indigeneity using the legal definitions of Orang Asli as stipulated 
in the Aboriginal People Act 1954. Working within the framework of APA and the 
international definitions of Indigenous peoples, Subramaniam (2015) claims that the OA of 
Malaysia fulfil all the common characteristics for 'Indigenous peoples', which include our 
distinct beliefs, identities and culture as an indigenous group as well as the shared 
experiences of colonialism and marginalisation.  While these characteristics have globally 
qualified the OA of Malaysia as an Indigenous group, not much about what being 
indigenous means to members of the different OA subgroups have been highlighted in the 
current literature. This, in turn, highlights the need for more OA voices to be foregrounded 
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for a better understanding of what indigeneity means to the communities.   

As a whole, the above discussion captures the intricacy of the notion of indigeneity, 
particularly in terms of understanding what indigeneity really means to members of 
Indigenous communities. In conclusion, the following quote by an Indigenous scholar from 
the Cree Nation, Sharon Venne (2019) captures the need for more work to be done in 
foregrounding voices of Indigenous peoples to deconstruct certain definitions of indigeneity 
that may not reflect the aspiration of the respective Indigenous group:  
 

Being ‘Indigenous’ is a political identification and not a racial 
indicator. Indigenous Peoples identify with their lands and territories. 
It is not the color of the skin nor the state government’s racial criteria 
that makes an Indigenous person. Being Indigenous comes from the 
heart and the mind, as the Elders have said on so many occasions. 
Colonizer states, like Canada and the United States of America, have 
used racial criteria to decide and register Indigenous Peoples. The 
colonizers’ criteria are based on blood quantum designed to rob 
Indigenous Peoples of their inherent right to decide their citizenship. 
(p. 279) 

 

2.1.2 Colonialism. 
 
In her trailblazing book Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples , 
Smith (2012) draws readers’ attention to several concepts that she claimed integral to 
Indigenous discourse- imperialism, colonialism, writing, theory and decolonisation. 
According to Smith, these are the important terms reflecting the subjugation of Indigenous 
languages, knowledges and cultures and they should underpin the practices and styles of 
Indigenous research. In the context of Indigenous discourses, Smith (2012) links imperialism 
to the events of ‘discovery’/ invasion, exploitation distribution and appropriation of 
Indigenous knowledge, cultures, languages and resources. According to Smith, imperialism 
and colonialism are interconnected, in which colonialism is an expression of imperialism. In 
line with the history of OA (discussed in Chapter One), this study focuses on the notion of 
colonialism as a product of imperialism. Colonisation, as Smith describes, is an image of 
imperialism. This image portrays the Indigenous communities as the Other and it also 
conveys the perceptions towards Indigenous peoples and how they should be dealt with.  
  
Undeniably, the acts of colonisation, which were frequently justified through self-serving 
narratives embodying the doctrine of discovery, race hierarchies and class oppression, have 
substantially impacted the lives of many Indigenous peoples (Pihama, 2019). Smith (2012) 
asserts that colonialism has disconnected the colonised peoples including Indigenous 
communities from their own identities, worldviews and histories. To understand how 
colonisation has impacted the lives of Indigenous peoples globally, Smith (2012) mentions 
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two intersecting major strands of critique. The first strand relates to a notion of authenticity 
that reflects the lives of Indigenous peoples before we were colonised. This notion brings the 
concept of absolute authority into the discourse, in which Indigenous peoples lived freely 
within their realities. The second strand of critique, as Smith (2012) postulates, is the demand 
for a comprehensive analysis that relates the present and future circumstances of Indigenous 
peoples to their sufferings in the past as a result of colonisation. These two strands of 
critiques, which take into account the Indigenous people’s experiences before, during and 
after colonisation, will help us find solutions to the struggles of Indigenous communities 
today. This also means that to fully understand the impact of colonialism, the present 
condition of Indigenous peoples should also be foregrounded. In this regard, the issue of 
globalisation, again, becomes central to this discussion.  
  
In the earlier subsection, the relationship between indigeneity and globalisation has already 
been highlighted. It has been argued that with globalisation, Indigenous peoples, who have 
already been on the margins of the world, now have to face new challenges to survive the 
global marketplace. This, in return, takes us back to the question posted in the earlier 
subsection- is globalisation a rebirth of colonialism? To Smith (2012), the word globalisation 
itself is a substitute for the word imperialism, which as discussed earlier, is closely linked to 
colonialism. In fact, globalisation is said to have made the circumstances of Indigenous 
peoples across the globe more complicated and challenging. This, as Smith argues, brings 
about different implications on the already implicated lives of Indigenous peoples and new 
forms of resistance are also needed in response to globalisation. As a whole, the above-
mentioned two strands of critique have provided a baseline for the struggles of OA 
communities to be explored in a manner that took into account the relationships between the 
past, present and future lives  of OA communities. In the context of this study, I attempted to 
respond to this issue by bringing in the notion of decolonisation (Smith, 2012) , which is 
discussed in great detail in the subsection below, into the discussion.  
  

2.1.3 Decolonisation: A Response to Colonialism. 
  
To open the discussion on how Indigenous researchers could respond to the issue of 
colonialism, I would like to first draw the attention of readers to the issue of post colonialism. 
In her work, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) cautions Indigenous researchers of the use of the 
term “post colonialism,” which she said gives a misconception that colonialism is over. As 
discussed in the earlier sections of this chapter, the impacts of colonialism in the lives of 
Indigenous peoples still loom large. Smith (2012) even argues that globalisation is indeed a 
rebirth of colonialism and these realities demand a careful response from researchers in 
indiegnous research. To respond to the issue of colonialism, I drew on her notion of 
decolonisation as my fundamental guidelines.  
 
While this notion of decolonisation has been widely mentioned in Indigenous research 
literature by Indigenous researchers such as Bagele Chilisa (2012) Margaret Kovach (2009), 
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Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (2012) extensive work on her decolonising project is illuminating for 
the purposes of this study. Smith (2012) defines decolonisation as the process of centering 
the concerns and worldviews of the Indigenous peoples as a prerequisite to the understanding 
of research undertaken from the Indigenous perspectives for the benefits of Indigenous 
peoples. This process, as Smith further explains, engages with colonialism and imperialism 
on multiple levels. Apart from that, the process of decolonisation demands for transforming 
methods to be employed as an initiative to respond to the multifaceted challenges faced by 
the Indigenous communities so that their social, economic and cultural change could be 
holistically realised (Smith & Webber, 2019). 
  
To decolonise research, Smith (2012) has introduced an agenda for Indigenous research, in 
which the processes of decolonisation, healing, transformation and the mobilisation of the 
plights of Indigenous peoples are emphasised. Figure 7 below presents Smith (2012, p.205) 
Indigenous research agenda: 
 
 
Figure 7 
Smith’s (2012) Indigenous Research Agenda 
 

 
According to Smith (2012), the goal of this research agenda is the self-determination of 
Indigenous peoples. In the context of decolonising Indigenous research, self-determination is 
viewed as a goal of social justice rather than a political goal. In this research agenda, the 
processes of transformation, decolonisation, healing and mobilization of Indigenous peoples 
(represented in the chart) are imperative for self-determination to take place. Through these 
processes, tensions between the local and global platforms can be connected, informed and 
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clarified. As further explained by Smith, these dynamic processes, which are the critical 
elements of a research agenda, can be incorporated into methodologies and practices. In this 
context, Smith’s (2012) Indigenous research agenda has greatly informed the design of this 
study. In my Research Design chapter (the next chapter), this research agenda is discussed in 
greater detail in relation to its application in the context of this study. 
  
As a whole, understanding the notions of indigeneity, colonialism and decolonisation is 
crucial in this research for two reasons. First, through these notions, this study has attempted 
to situate the plight and aspirations of the OA of Malaysia within those of the wider global 
Indigenous communities. Secondly, the notions also helped to guide this study in its journey 
towards the goal, which partly aimed to deconstruct the problematic, paternalistic and unjust 
terms that had been used to describe the struggles of OA. By deconstructing these terms, this 
study aimed to reconstruct the voices and views of the OA in a manner that takes into account 
our indigeneity and struggles for self-determination and decolonisation. Taking this step in 
Indigenous research is vital because in the words of McKinley and Smith (2019): 
 

Colonial invasion and exploitation have shattered Indigenous knowledges and ways 
of knowing, and as a result the pieces have become scattered – destroyed, hidden, 
and other parts just waiting to be reconstructed... As educators and researchers, we 
seek to put the recovered pieces into new places, embrace new technologies, gather 
new information, and try to make sense of a rapidly changing world with the same 
confidence as our ancestors had as thinkers and knowledge creators.  (p.3) 

         

2.2 Understanding the Language Ecology of OA in 
Malaysia 

2.2.1 Language Ecology. 
 

Relationships between languages and their speakers, and language and 
societal structures, are subject to their social, political and historical 
contexts. 

(Blackledge, 2008, p.27) 
 

In the above quote, Blackledge (2008) highlights the complexity of understanding the 
relationships between a language and their speakers.  Drawing on the need to understand this 
complexity, this study has adopted an ecolinguistic approach as its framework to understand 
how OA students use their languages within different multilingual settings. For this purpose, 
the works of Adrian Blackledge (2008), Sune Vork Steffensen and Alwin Fill (2014), Nancy 
Hornberger (2003), James Gibson (2014/1979) , Larissa Aronin and David Singleton (2010, 
2012) are reviewed in this section. 
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In line with the adopted ecolinguistic view, the notion of “language ecology” is significant in 
this thesis. Originally proposed by Einar Haugen (1972), the term “language ecology” has a 
wide range of interpretations. In its essence, as originally defined by Haugen (1972/2001), 
the concept of language ecology refers to “the study of interactions between any given 
language and its environment” (p.57) . In this context, “environment” refers to the societies 
that use a particular language. Since languages exist in the minds of the speakers and these 
languages function interactively with other social and natural elements in the speakers’ 
environment, therefore “environment” in this concept is made up of both psychological and 
sociological parts (Haugen, 1972/2001). 
  
Over the years, since Haugen first proposed the concept of “language ecology”, the term has 
gained prominence in various areas of studies.As mentioned by Skutnabb-Kangas & 
Phillipson (2007), the term “ecology” is used by many researchers to refer to “context” or 
“language environment”, which include various language-related issues embedded in 
sociolinguistic, economic and political settings. In other words, language ecology refers to 
the complex web that ties a language to other important elements that coexist in its particular 
environment. 
 
In a more recent work, Steffensen and Fill (2014) claim that while language scientists in the 
early 21st century attempted to delimit a language system to la langue, the system and 
(linguistic) competence, they “lost sight of what people do with language” (p.7). In contrast, 
approaches used by ecological linguists, as claimed by the authors, take into account the 
complexities of human interactions, in which interactivity among languages and their 
relationships with various sociopolitical elements in the language environment are central. 
Such a focus provides ecological linguists a more robust understanding of language 
interactions beyond their infomational exchange purposes (Steffensen & Fill, 2014). 
However, the authors also emphasise that viewing languages from an ecological perspective 
is not always straightforward. This is because unlike a single biological being’s ecology, the 
environment of a language is not always clear. Drawing from the existing literature, Steffesen 
and Fill (2014, p.7) have identified the following four strands of language ecology in the 
literature (see Table 3). 
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Table 3  
Strands of language ecology 
 

STRAND EXPLANATION 

Symbolic ecology  
This approach investigates the co-existence of language 
as symbol systems within a given environment.  

Natural ecology  
This approach investigates how languages relate to the 
biological and eco-systemic surrounding.  

Sociocultural ecology  
This approach investigates how language relates to the 
social and cultural forces that shape the conditions of the 
speakers and speech communities.   

Cognitive ecology   
This approach investigates how language is enabled by 
the dynamics between biological organisms and their 
environment.   

 
While the above four strands of language ecology should not be taken as different or distinct 
ecologies, they provide different perspectives to the understanding of the environments of 
language (Steffensen & Fill, 2014). Within the scope of this particular study, I have interpreted 
the concept of “environment” from the perspectives of sociocultural ecology. The following 
subsection discusses the perspective in greater detail.  

The sociocultural ecology of language. 
 
In Table 3, it is explained that within the perspective of sociocultural ecology of language, an 
investigation of a language involves exploring how language relates to the social and cultural 
forces that shape the conditions of the speakers and speech communities. As Steffensen and 
Fill (2014) explain, from this perspective, human linguistic interaction is a process that 
involves interactions between various elements such as societal structures, economic 
processes and sociocultural resources that exist in a language environments. In their work, 
Steffensen & Fill (2014) have also identified two strategies for sociocultural ecology 
approach to human interaction. The first strategy, as used by Leather and van Dam (2002), 
focuses on “explicitly building on methods used in fields where practice is already 
ecological” (p. 12). The other strategy, as used by Nancy Hornberger (2003), is to view the 
ecological approach in its metaphorical sense to provide an ideological framework for 
language planning and language policy that serves to promote the benefits of multilingual. 
Although both approaches have different emphases, they intersect in the field of language 
acquisition/learning/ socialisation (Steffensen & Fill, 2014) . Both strategies are discussed in 
detail below.  
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As mentioned earlier, one of the strategies highlighted by Steffensen and Fill (2014) 
emphasiseson the theoretical and methodological complexity of sociocultural ecology of 
language. To further understand this, the work of Leather and van Dam (2002) is illuminating. 
According to Leather and van Dam (2002, pp. 1-12) examine the following eight assumptions 
about language acquisition research that they say need to be questioned:  
 

Assumption1: Languages are clearly distinct from one another, with monolingualism as the 
societal norm.  
Assumption 2: Language acquisition is a human ability that is to an important extent pre-
programmed in the human brain. 
Assumption 3: Language acquisition only happens naturally in childhood. After that the 
process is different and problematic.  
Assumption 4: Verbal form that encodes logical form is necessary and sufficient to 
determine 'meaning'.  
Assumption 5: Language acquisition proceeds independently of socialization. 
Assumption 6: The data of language acquisition research are what can be measured from 
production data and through tests.  
Assumption 7: The contexts of acquirers' interactions are a priori given and constant.  
Assumption 8: The operational matrix for language acquisition is a conversation between 
two speaker-hearers.  

 
The first assumption, which Leather and van Dam (2002) claim to be most influential, is the 
most relevant to this study. As captured by the two authors, the assumption that languages 
are clearly distinct from one another reflects the Western monolingual view of understanding 
society and socialisation that disregards the complexities of interactions in multilingual 
settings. They further argue that such a monolingual view may only be applicable to a small 
minority of language users in a monolingual environment (Leather & van Dam, 2002). As 
research in language acquisition progresses, it became evident that this monolingual approach 
clearly does not reflect the complex realities of today’s globalised world.  
 
To counter the monolingual approach to language acquisition, researchers then began 
focusing on understanding the interplay between languages and their environment. One such 
view, Leather and van Dam (2002) say, is Haughen’s ideas of language ecology. According 
to Leather and van Dam (2002), using an ecological approach, the study of language 
acquisition “sees the individual's cognitive processes as inextricably interwoven with their 
experiences in the physical and social world” (p.13).  From an ecological perspective, 
language behaviours involve more than what can be captured in a single frame or script. 
Instead, language behaviors should be explored with their context, where various 
sociocultural factors that are dynamically negotiated interact with each other. Drawing on 
these premises, Leather and van Dam (2002) argue that from ecolinguists’ persepctives, 
schemas are not rigidly fixed concepts, but “fuzzy and open-ended heuristic devices 
developed and continuously adjusted by each individual” (p.19). From this perspective, 
various elements in the sociocultural ecology of a speaker, which includes identity, linguistic 



 

63 

and cultural norms as well as the use of technology in interactions, should also be taken into 
consideration in explaining language acquisition.  
 
Drawing on the above-mentioned premises, Leather and van Dam (2002) outline several 
guidelines for a more ecological approach to studies exploring language acquisition. First, 
they suggest that the eight assumptions listed above need to be revised as they constrain and 
distort both the gathered data and their interpretation. In terms of the data gathering process, 
they suggest for data to be gathered through close observation-deictic, pragmatic and 
ethnographic. They also call for researchers to use research tools that are able to deal with 
diversity and complexity when analysing language acquisition. Due to the complexities that 
arise in a specific multilingual environment, various elements that lead to those complexities 
need to be addressed first before a clear understanding of a particular language is used and 
acquired in a specific environment or context.  
 
While Leather and van Dam’s (2002) approach emphasises on the theoretical and 
methodological complexities of the sociocultural ecology of language, Hornberger’s (2003) 
strategy highlights the complexities of multilingual reality in relation to multilingual policy. 
From Hornberger’s (2003) perspective, multilingual approaches to language planning are 
becoming more relevant to the field of language  planning. In Hornberger’s (2003) work, the 
term ecology is approached as a language metaphor to capture the ideological underpinnings 
for a multilingual policy by exploring themes such as language evolution, language 
environment and language endangerment. From an ecological perspective, the complexities 
of multilingual reality are emphasised and linguistic diversity is regarded as an asset. 
Applying an ecological lens, Hornberger (2003) calls for the following characteristics of 
languages to be taken into consideration in the planning of multilingual language policy: 
 
• Languages interact with other languages in a language environment and they evolve 

(language evolution). 
• Languages also interact with other sociopolitical, economic, and cultural elements 

that surround them (language environment). 
• Languages become endangered if inadequate support is given to sustain its vitality 

in the language environment (language endangerment).   
 
As a whole, such an ecological approach sheds light on the way the exploration of how OA 
students use different languages in their multicultural environment could be conducted. First, 
as Blackledge (2008) mentions, the ecological perspective allows us to understand linguistic 
diversity by understanding the relationships between speakers of the languages and powerful 
society structures in society. In this context, it is also important to note that the notion of 
language ecology has often been linked to other areas of studies such as language ideology 
and linguistic human rights (Blackledge, 2008). In terms of linguistic human rights, 
Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas (1997) have proposed for a human rights perspective to be 
added into the paradigm of language ecology. The emphases on both language ideologies and 
linguistic human rights were useful for this investigation as it looked into the interplay 
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between different languages within the OA’s sociolinguistics terrains, which contain complex 
relationships between OA communities and the wider societal structures. Moreover, adopting 
a model that reflects a multilingual approach is in line with the current demand in the local 
setting of Malaysian education system. Although multilingualism is not a new phenomenon 
in the region where language contact has been obvious (Azirah, 2014), recent changes in 
language planning indicate the strong growing interest placed in the development of 
multilingual education in the country.   
 

 

2.2.2 Affordance Theory. 
 
In relation to the above-discussed notion of sociocultural language ecology, James Gibson’s 
theory of affordance is also relevant to this study. The affordance theory is important in this 
study as it transcends unhelpful dichotomies by offering an adequate explanation of the 
interplay between characteristics of the individual and those of the environment (Kordt, 
2018). This correlates with the emphasis of a sociocultural ecology of language, in which 
various elements interact and establish complex relationships. Secondly, affordance theory 
also helps us understand the effects of globalisation on multilingual practices better (Kordt, 
2018). The emphasis that the theory places on learners’ past experience, present situation and 
future actions as well as their voices of students (Kordt, 2018) also makes it relevant to 
Indigenous research. To understand how the affordance concept has helped to provide useful 
insights in this study, the works of James Gibson (1979/2014) and Aronin & Singleton 
(2012a) alongside of other scholars are reviewed in this subsection.  
 
In his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (2014/1979), Gibson defines the 
affordances of an environment as:  
 

… what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. 
The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, but the noun affordance is not…It 
implies the complementarity of the animal and the environment.  (p.119) 

 
According to Gibson, each of these affordances is to be measured relative to the animal as 
they are unique to that animal. He further explains the concept by using the example of 
terrestrial surfaces. As he explains, it is relative to the animal to perceive the terrestrial 
surfaces as climb-on-able or fall-off-able or get- underneath-able or bump-into-able relative 
to the animal. Gibson also claims that different layouts of the environment will afford 
different behaviours for different animals, and require different mechanical needs. He 
highlights the fact that different substances of the environment have different affordances for 
nutrition and for manufacture. It is, nonetheless, noteworthy here that the concept of 
affordances was developed for an application to physics, optics, anatomy and the physiology 
of the eye and brain. However, since its introduction, Gibson’s original concept of affordance 
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has been extended to many other terms such as cultural affordances, social affordances and 
cognitive affordances (Aronin & Singleton, 2012). 
 
To further understand how the affordance concept can inform multilingualism studies, the 
work of Aronin and Singleton (2012) is illuminating.  According to Aronin and Singleton 
(2012a), in ecological linguistics, the affordance concept is related to the field of 
sociolingustics as well as language teaching and learning. They further argue that although 
the concept of affordances has been gaining momentum in multilingualism studies, its true 
potential as a powerful “point of departure” in explaining the nature of multilingualism has 
yet to be fully explored. Aronin and Singleton (2012a) also state that unlike Gibson’s orginal 
ideas of afffordances, the affordances of language in a society are more related to the social 
dimension rather than the physical dimension of a particular language environment. In their 
work, Aronin and Singleton (2012a) explain how the key elements of Gibson’s original 
affordance concept can be applied in the context of multilingualism and additional language 
learning. The relevant key elements mentioned by Aronin and Singleton (2012a) are as 
follows: 
 

• affordances being furnished according to the size of an animal 
• the mutuality of animal and environment 
• nesting 
• information about the self-accompanying information about the environment, the 

two being inseparable (p.314). 
 

Aronin and Singleton (2012a) translate the first element, affordances being furnished 
according to the size of an animal, to the fact that “the features of the learner and user as well 
as with the features of a language learnt and used” (p.316) are linked to the affordances that 
will emerge in a given environment. In this regard, they stress that what an individual or a 
group of language users regard as an affordance may not be the case in a different individual 
or group.  
 
Secondly, in terms of mutuality of animals and environment, Aronin and Singleton (2012a) 
draw our attention to the relationship between identity and milieu of a language user or 
learner.  In this regard, the authors state that “each specific moment and each particular 
sociolinguistic situation provide a specific set of affordances” (p. 316) for a particular 
language user and learner. The next key point, nesting, is said to correspond to the notion of 
niche in globalisation studies including those that look into the impacts of globalisation on 
multilingual practices. In addition to this, Aronin and Singleton (2012a) also say that in its 
general sense, nesting can also be connected to the various units of language learning such as 
a family and a school. 
 
Finally, the last element (the inseparable nature of information about the self-accompanying 
information about the environment) has been translated as the awareness that language users 
and language learners need to have in regard to their language use and language learning 
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processes. These needs, as Aronin and Singleton (2012a) explain, entail the need for users 
and learners to understand their positions with regard to other “languages and speakers, their 
learning progress and their prospect for further language acquisition and language use” (p. 
315).  
  
As for its application in multilingualism studies, Aronin and Singleton (2012a) claim that the 
theory of affordances can provide a valuable and up-to-date framework that takes into account 
various elements that interact in multilingual communities and the teaching practices that are 
involved in those communties. Aronin and Singleton (2010) define language affordances as 
“the affordances through the realization of which communication using a language or 
languages (and/or the acquisition of a language or languages) is possible” (p.116). They 
further explain that language affordances may also include non-tangible phenomena such as 
“ideologies, political situations, ethical considerations, emotions, religious elements and 
attitudes to languages” (Aronin & Singleton, 2010, p.116). Two types of language 
affordances that are particularly relevant to the context of this study are the individual 
language affordance and social language affordance. Individual language affordances, as 
defined by Aronin and Singleton (2010), include biological attributes, linguistic skills and 
metalinguistic awareness, which differ from individuals.  On the other hand, social language 
affordances are the affordances offered by a particular community at a specific time (Aronin 
& Singleton, 2012a). 
 
According to Aronin and Singleton (2010), to apply the affordance lens, researchers in 
multilingualism and additional language acquisition need to identify the properties that 
qualify as linguistic affordances within a particular linguistic environment. As the properties 
have been identified, an inventory of linguistic affordances of that particular environment can 
be developed. Some of the examples of linguistic affordances that may be included in an 
inventory are assumptions and common knowledge, school buildings, curricular, knowledge 
of languages, availability of learning resources for learners and parental support. In this 
regard, Aronin and Singleton (2012a) also compare these affordances, either tangible or 
intangible, with the earlier work of Joshua Fishman (1956) on the language choice amongst 
bilingual speakers. In his work, Fishman had identified five domains of language use: family, 
education, employment, friendship and government. According to Aronin and Singleton 
(2012a), a domain can also be defined as a set of clusters of affordances that shape the use of 
a particular language in a specific setting. In other words, by identifying the specific linguistic 
affordances in an environment, researchers will be able to further expand their understanding 
of why and how a particular language is used within a specific domain. With this 
understanding, it would be possible for researchers and practitioners to plan for vital 
affordances to be made more perceivable in language learning (Aronin & Singleton, 2012a). 
 
As a whole, the notion of language ecology and the theory of affordance have provided this 
study with useful insights that were used to guide its data collection and the interpretation its 
findings. With these two components being integrated in the overall framework, the overall 
inquiry process was able to pay attention to various elements that interact with each other in 
the language ecology of OA.  
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2.2.3 The language ecology of Malaysia. 
  
As previously mentioned, this study explored the language ecology of OA students from its 
sociocultural perspective, which involved exploring how language relates to the social and 
cultural forces that shape the conditions of the speakers and speech communities (Steffensen 
& Fill, 2014). Drawing on this perspective, the sociocultural ecology of language of OA 
students will be discussed in terms of the interaction of the languages that coexist in the 
language ecology. For this purpose, the works of several local and international will be 
reviewed in this subsection. 
 
For a brief  overview of how Malaysia’s language ecology has transformed throughout the 
history, Azirah’s (2014) study provides some useful insights. In her study, which investigated 
the interplay of English with Malay, Azirah (2014) explains that the transformation of 
Malaysia’s language ecology can be described in four steps. The first step occurred 2000 
years ago when trades and migrations were thriving in the Southeast Asian region. To cater 
to the diverse linguictic landscape in the region during this era, Malay had emerged as a lingua 
franca and it developed into the language of diplomacy and trade (Asmah, 2004; Sneddon, 
2003). The second step of transformation  began in 1511 with the arrival of the first European 
power, the Portuguese. The transformation then continued with the arrival of the Dutch in 
1641  and the British in 1824. With the arrival of these Europen powers, a new kind of contact 
scenario had developed. The third step of transformation began in the early 19th century under 
the administration of the colonial administration of British in Malaya. During this period, 
Chinese and Tamil labours were imported to work in tin mining and rubber plantations. As 
the local people started to have more contact with not only the British adminstrators but also 
the imported Chinese and Tamil labours, a novel hierarchy of languages had emerged. Next, 
the final step of transformation began as the country gained independence.  In this phase, the 
young nation began to intensify its efforts promote Malay as the national language and 
managed to somewhat reduce the role of English, which was viewed as a colonial legacy 
(Azirah, 2009).  
 
In the literature, issues related to the status of Malay as the national language of Malaysia 
have extensively been discussed. According to Gill (2005), Malaysia decided to reduce the 
role and status of English, enshrining Malay as the official language of government and 
education.  As a young nation, the decision to shift from English to Malay was mainly due to 
the need to unify the young multiracial nation through the use of one common language or a 
national language (Gill, 2007). Hence, reducing the role of English at this point was seen as 
necessary to allow the national language (Malay) to strengthen the unity in the multiracial 
society. With the enactment of The Education Act of 1961, Malay became the medium of 
instruction in national secondary schools and by 1982, all national schools started using 
Malay as the medium of instruction instead of English (Azirah, 2009).  
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To further explore the final step of transformation further, Azirah and Leitner’s (2017) study 
provides some useful insights. When the Federation of Malaya (former name of Peninsular 
Malaysia) gained independence in 1957, nation building was the main agenda behind 
Malaysia’s early language policies. The ethnic complexity of the young nation had naturally 
formed a complex language ecology that saw languages and dialects of the immigrant 
Chinese and Indians co-exist with Malay. When the states of Sabah and Sarawak joined the 
Malay Federation to form Malaysia in 1963, the sociolinguistic landscape of the country 
became even more complex.  As mentioned by Azirah and Leitner (2017), due to this 
complexity, the government was then faced with the challenges of selecting a national and 
official language, deciding what to do with the colonial language English and selecting 
representative ethnic languages of the Chinese and Indians who are the second and third 
biggest ethnic groups in Malaysia. Naturally, being the language of the majority ethnic group, 
Malay was enshrined as the national language. Azirah and Leitner (2017) argue that the 
decision to enshrine Malay as the national language was made with the aim of presenting an 
Islamic and Malay image. English was then retained as the second most important language 
although its roles were gradually reduced over time. In fact, English was phased out after ten 
years with Malay replacing its place in official domains. As for the Chinese and Indians, 
Mandarin and Tamil were selected as their representative ethnic languages. Ever since the 
adoption of this policy, these representative languages have been used as the medium of 
instruction in vernacular schools. At this point it is worthwhile to note that many other 
minority languages such as the OA languages were not included in the language planning.  
 
Today, more than 60 years after gaining independence, this situation has not changed much 
in the present-day Malaysia. As highlighted by Azirah and Leitner (2017), in the recent long-
term education policy Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025, much of the focus is placed 
on upholding Malay as the national language and strengthening English as a leading 
international language. Apart from that, plans for the strengthening of Chinese and Tamil as 
representative ethnic languages are also outlined in the Blueprint while Indigenous languages 
only receive a brief mention in the Blueprint as heritage languages. Arabic, being the 
language of Islam, is formally taught to Malay (Muslim) students in schools.  
 
The plan to uphold Malay and strengthen English is in line with the National Education Policy 
2012 that outlines a new language policy named Memartabatkan Bahasa Malaysia 
Memperkukuh Bahasa Inggeris (Upholding the Malay Language, Strengthening the English 
Language). The main aim of the policy is to revive the roles of Malay as the national language 
(Ministry of Education, 2012). This initiative was deemed crucial as the language is regarded 
as a tool for solidarity and the main language for communication (Malaysia Ministry of 
Education, 2012). Among the strategies outlined by the Malaysia Ministry of Education 
(2012) for this particular policy implementation are: 
 

• expanding the use of Malay as the language of knowledge in primary and 
secondary school domains.   
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• increasing the teaching hours for the Malay subject in both primary and secondary 
levels.  

• improving the capacity of Malay language teachers through pre-service teacher 
training and in-service training. 
 

In the context of this study, the Upholding the Malay Language, Strengthening the English 
Language policy is significant as it shapes the type of education received by the OA children. 
Furthermore, with the implementation of this policy, the school-aged OA children are now 
being exposed to Malay even more. In contrast, only one OA language, which is the Semai 
language, is formally taught at schools at present time. Unlike the Malay subject, which is 
taught in both secondary and primary levels, Semai is only taught in primary level. The 
decision to introduce the teaching of Semai to OA children resonated with the aim of the 
Ministry of Education Malaysia to revitalize the language through documentation and 
language teaching (Ghani, 2015). Here, it is also vital to highlight the significant roles that 
the Malay language had played in the design of this Semai teaching program.  As highlighted 
by Ghani (2015), since Semai had no written language, Malay was used to document the 
language (Semai) and a spelling system (orthography) was developed based on the Malay 
phonetics and spelling rules.  The use of Malay phonetics and spelling rules in this case 
indirectly highlights the major influence that Malay has in the documentation of the Semai 
language for formal learning. This helps to illustrate the relationship that has been established 
between Malay and Semai in formal school settings, which is one of the key domains in the 
language ecology of OA. In the context of this research, the role of Malay in the lives of OA 
needs to be explored considering its status as a national language and the medium of 
instruction in public schools. To examine the place of Malay in the language ecology of OA 
communities in Malaysia, it is essential to explore the longstanding OA-Malay relationship 
and its impacts on OA’s linguistic ecology.  
 
Researchers have agreed that interaction between the OA and the Malays has spun back to as 
early as the fifteenth century, with the founding of the Kingdom of Melaka (Andaya, 2002; 
Endicott & Dentan, 1998). Historically, the established relationship between the Malays and 
the OA had shaped the latter’s life in various aspects including their language use. Andaya’s  
(2002) study on OA-Malay relations provides valuable insights in this context. As Andaya 
(2002) puts it: “The Malay civilisation has been termed ‘an expansive’ ethnicity because in 
the past it has tended to absorb many different ethnic groups into its fold” (p.14). Such a claim 
is supported by the fact that various aspects of life in the region including its linguistic aspect 
were absorbed by the Malay influences. In the previous chapter, I have discussed how such 
an absorption continues to shape the lives of OA in Malaysia today as a result of the 
government’s assimilation policy. In this historical context, as Andaya (2002) points out, the 
rise of Malay language had been catalysed by the prosperity of the Kingdom of Melaka in the 
fifteenth century.  As a result of this, many groups living in the region became bilingual in 
Malay and their own languages. This also included the OA, who were said to have an intimate 
knowledge of the Malay language and customs as a result of their long contact with the 
Malays (Andaya, 2002). In fact, it is also worthwhile to note that some of the exonyms used 
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to identify some OA groups in the past were designated using Malay words. For example, as 
outlined by Andaya (2002), there were Semang Paya (Semang who lived near the marshes), 
Semang Bukit (those who lived in hilly areas), Semang Bakau (those who lived near the coast 
and mangrove forests) and Semang Bila (those who had abandoned their OA lifestyles). 
 
In present-day Malaysia, the Malay-OA interaction has been greatly influenced by numerous 
policies introduced by the government. One such policy is the Assimilation Policy mentioned 
in Chapter One earlier. Apart from the government’s Assimilation Policy, OA communities 
have also been socially and linguistically in close contact with the Malay environment 
through formal education. In general, a typical child in Malaysia will undergo a minimum of 
11 years of compulsory schooling period. In line with its status as the national language, 
Malay is used as the medium of instruction for both primary and secondary levels of education 
in public schools. Apart from that, Malay is also taught as a compulsory subject in both levels.   
 
The above discussion on the roles of Malay in OA communities has brought us to two 
important issues that are worth mentioning. First, the centuries-old close contact that the OA 
have had with the Malays and the current national policies endorsed by the ruling government 
have made the Malay language a fundamental tool for socioeconomic survival of this 
Indigenous group. In a study involving two OA sub-ethnic groups, Ghazali (2010) illustrates 
the influence of the Malay language in the life of the Mah Meri and Jakun peoples. In the 
study she found that the Mah Meri people were positive about assimilating into the Malay 
community. In terms of their language use, in the interviews conducted with the Mah Meri 
community, respondents claimed to have pride in their home language but were not optimistic 
about learning the language as it was viewed as lacking in its instrumental values. In fact, a 
respondent had even remarked that she preferred the more pleasant sounds of Malay as 
compared to her own home language. In addition, the study also found that even when 
speaking Mah Meri, a great deal of Malay terms were interchangeably used in the 
respondents’ speeches. Additionally, Ghazali found that some English terms were also 
present in their speeches.   
 
Apart from the Mah Meri group, Gazali (2010) also looked into the language ecology of a 
Jakun community in the Malaysian state of Pahang. Most of the members of this Jakun 
community lived on the periphery of Endau-Rompin National Forest Reserve Park and 
worked in the national park. The nature of their jobs as the local guides and cleaners at the 
national park required them to actively interact with outsiders, particularly the tourists. 
Consequently, it became compulsory for the community to learn not only Malay but also 
English. In other words, these two additional languages (Malay and English) were 
instrumental for the Jakun community in the area as they enabled the people to earn a living 
at the national park and share their local knowledge with the tourists. In a nutshell, this study 
has highlighted the significant roles that the Malay language plays in the lives of OA 
nowadays. In the Mah Meri case, the Malay language is being prioritised over their 
Indigenous language because of the instrumental values it holds. Similarly, in the Jakun case, 
the economic factors have necessitated the Indigenous group to learn not only Malay but also 
English.  
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Such findings highlight an important issue that has sparked growing interest in the field of 
OA research- language endangerment and language shift. As noted by Benjamin (2012), there 
has been evidence of some present-day Southern Aslian speakers to be shifting to Malay. 
However, the Northern and Central Aslian speakers still resist the loss of their languages 
although they can speak excellent Malay (Benjamin, 2012). The upcoming subsection will 
resume the discussion on the language ecology of OA by examining the roles of English as 
an international language.   

2.2.4 The Role of English as an International Language in Malaysia. 
 
As widely mentioned in the literature, apart from Malay, English also plays a significant role 
in the language ecology of Malaysia. In fact, as previously mentioned, the important roles of 
English as a colonial legacy that became a leading international language has been central to 
the language policy and planning in Malaysia since independence. To better understand the 
role of English in the language ecology of Malaysia, this part of this chapter will mainly 
review the works  of Dumaniga et al. (2012) , Azirah and Leitner (2017) and several others 
researchers.  
 
As mentioned earlier, European languages including English arrived in the region in the 
second phase of transformation of the language ecology of Malaysia, which began in 1511 
with the arrival of the first European power, the Portuguese (Azirah, 2014). As the British 
grew into a colonial power in the region, English became the official language in Malaya. In 
the post-independence era, the status of English as a colonial legacy has constantly been 
debated particularly in relation to  the nationalist effort to enshrine Malay as a national 
language. In a study that examined the competing roles of the national language and English 
in the education systems of Malaysia and the Philippines, Dumaniga et al. (2012) capture the 
tension that arose from the competition in the Malaysian context.  
 
At the centre of this tension, as Dumaniga et al. (2012) claim, is the issue of ketuanan Melayu 
(Malay supremacy) ideology. Driven by this ideology, the status of Malay as the national 
language is constantly promoted and Malay nationalists view that having other languages 
such as English and Chinese competing with Malay  in educational domains is detrimental to 
social cohesion. In this regard, the government also believes that education plays a critical 
role in promoting a national identity and social cohesion (Azirah & Leitner, 2017). This then 
leads to a complex dilemma in Malaysian education system. While many educational 
language policies developed after independence mandate the use of Malay as the medium of 
instruction in national primary and secondary schools, English continues to be a compulsory 
subject for all students. As the use of Malay as the medium of instruction was expanded in 
the higher education sector with the establishment of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia 
(National University of Malaysia) in 1970, English proficiency of local university graduates 
then began to decline (Azirah & Leitner, 2017). This had resulted in local graduates failing 
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to secure employment as they lacked the much-needed English language skills, which were a 
prerequisite for employability in the globalised economy.  
 
As this worrying concern had reached the national agenda of language planning, a new policy 
that mandated the use of English as the medium of instruction for mathematics and science 
subjects in the national schools was introduced by the government in 2003. The introduction 
of this policy had been met with mixed reactions by different groups. In general, those in 
urban areas reacted positively towards the policy, while communities in rural areas opposed 
the intiative and urged for Malay to be retained as the medium of instruction.  At this point, 
it is worth noting that the opposition also came from the Chinese and Indian communities 
who preferred their own languages to be used as the medium of instructions for both subjects 
(Azirah, 2014). To the Malays, the decision to replace Malay with English in this context was 
seen as a threat to the status of Malay as the national language, which they argued had to be 
preserved. As a whole, the above discussion on the what Gill (2012) calls reversal and re-
reversal policies highlights the fluctuations in the language policy and planning in Malaysia.  
 
However, as globalisation and internalisation take place, the important role of English as a 
leading international language cannot be underplayed. In line with other prominent 
international scholars such as Kachru (1992), Kirkpatrick (2010), Pennycook (2010), 
Dumaniga et al. (2012) also highlight the role of globalisation as the catalyst for the expansion 
of English in Malaysia and the world in general.  This is also agreed by Azirah and Leitner 
(2017) who assert that like  many other ASEAN countries, Malaysia has to acknowledge the 
fact that English has become even more important with the expansion of regional and global 
economy. Today, the significant roles that English plays in many local and international 
domains have earned the language an important status  in the language ecology of Malaysia. 
Earlier in this chapter, it was mentioned that globalisation has been posing new sets of 
challenges to Indigenous communities around the world (Smith, 2012). Therefore by 
exploring how the role of English has been evolving in Malaysia’s language ecology, we can 
also see how globalisation is impacting the lives of OA in Malaysia in terms of their language 
dynamics.  
 
As the use of English became more common in ASEAN countries, new varieties of English 
have also emerged in the region (Azirah & Leitner, 2017). For example, in Malaysia, 
Malaysian English is widely used (Azirah, 2014). The notion of  native speaker proficiency 
is emphasised less nowadays as Malaysian curriculum began to respond to the actual demands 
of the local sociolinguistic landscapes, which largely  involves communication with non-
native speakers of English. In the higher education sector, the concern is on preparing 
graduates who can effectively navigate the multilingual environments  in which English is a 
prized capital that will enable them to adapt to the demanding 21st century requirements and 
compete in the global job market. Such a focus reflects the international outlook of ASEAN 
countries (Azirah & Leitner, 2017) that prioritises English proficiency as a means to increase 
competitiveness in the regional and global markets (Dumaniga et al., 2012). 
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Delving deeper into the discussion, Pennycook (2017) claims the roles of English in Malaysia 
are intertwined with relations of class, ethnicity, religion, development, nationalism, popular 
culture, the media, academic work and education. The relatively sensitive sentiment that 
reflects inequality in the Malaysian society is highlighted in the following quote by 
Pennycook (2017):  
 
Malays wanted above all to reassert themselves culturally, politically and economically in the 
country they considered to belong to them by rights. Wealthier Indians and Chinese wanted 
to protect their wealth and position with increased political rights. And in the middle of all 
this, English remained as the crucial means to social and economic advancement (p.186).  
 
The above quote, although with no specific reference to the OA, illustrates the tension that 
remains in the wider sociolinguistics landscape of OA students. With all major ethnic groups 
fighting for their own interests and agenda, English has emerged as the crucial means for 
socioeconomic advancement that is favoured by all parties. According to Pennycook (2017), 
the decision to embrace English as the second most important language (after the national 
language, Malay) was driven by two factors. First it was due to the fact that promoting English 
would be more favourable than promoting Chinese and Tamil as it was considered as less of 
a threat to the Malay language (and the Malay rule). Secondly, the decision was also 
motivated by the current global economic needs that require more people to be proficient in 
English.  
 
In his view, Pennycook suggests that schooling in this context tends to reproduce social, 
cultural and economic disparities rather than offering opportunities for social and economic 
mobility. He further argues that the level of competence in English (set as the desired 
benchmark at school) has become the more crucial divider. This claim resonates with the 
current situation of OA students, who have been struggling to achieve the minimum levels 
competence in Malay and English. In terms of its roles, Pennycook (2017) says that the roles 
of English in Malaysia are intertwined with relations of class, ethnicity, religion, 
development, nationalism, popular culture, the media, academic work and education.  
 
Taking everything into account, the above review of OA’s language ecology brings us to two 
critical conclusions that have become the primary interests of this study. First, it is clear that 
the OA’s language ecology can be seen as a complex web that involves not only the local OA 
languages, but also other languages that are dominantly used in different domains. This, 
consequently, highlights the fact that understanding the English language learning amongst 
the OA students is indeed a multifaceted process that requires a careful investigation on how 
the complex ecology is shaping their language learning process, particularly in English 
language classrooms. Secondly, while there have been studies that looked into the 
relationship between the OA languages with Malay (national language) or English 
(international language), not many have specifically looked into the roles of all of these three 
languages in the language ecology of OA and how they could influence language learning for 
OA students. Taking these factors into account, this particular study has attempted to address 
this gap by investigating the subject matter from a more ecological approach.   
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2.2.5 Current Situations of OA Languages in Malaysia. 
In the previous section, we have looked into the language ecology of Malaysia from its 
sociocultural perspective. The roles of Malay and English in the lives of OA students have 
been discussed in relation to the interactions that these languages have with other languages, 
including the local OA languages. This subsection aims to extend the discussion on the 
interplay between these languages by placing the focus on the current situations of OA 
languages in the language ecology. For this purpose, this section reviews several recent 
studies that look into the classification of OA languages (Burenhult et al., 2011) and the issues 
surrounding OA languages (Coluzzi et al., 2017; Roshidah et al., 2015).  
 
In general, there are at least 20 different languages/varieties spoken by the OA of Malaysia 
(Baer, 2014).  As Benjamin (2012) notes, two-thirds of the OA population speak some fifteen 
to twenty Aslian languages, while the remaining speak languages that are in reality local 
dialects of Malay. The Aslian languages belong to the Mon-Khmer division of the 
Austroasiatic family, while the Malay dialects belong to the great Austronesian language 
family. Although the OA have no written languages, most OA are multilingual (Baer, 2014; 
Benjamin 2012). Within the OA communities themselves, it is common for inter-Aslian 
bilingualism to take place due to close relationships between some sub-ethnic groups of OA 
(Burenhult et al., 2011; Tuck-Po, 2013). Some OA also speak other home languages such as 
different varieties of Chinese and Tamil which is often as a result of interracial marriages.   
 
In terms of the classification of Aslian languages, researchers have generally divided the 
speakers according to their known historical center (Dunn et al., 2013) and their societal types 
(Benjamin, 1985; Dunn et al., 2013). An earlier study by Benjamin (1985) provides a widely 
accepted model of classification that has served as the foundation for many recent studies. 
Benjamin (1985) classifies Aslian languages into three ethnographically defined groups 
namely Northern Aslian, Central Aslian and Southern Aslian. As mentioned by Burenhult et 
al. (2011), Benjamin’s model of ethnography has provided the analytical categories and basis 
for sampling for subsequent studies with OA communities.  
 
Based on Benjamin’s tripartite division, a more recent and comprehensive documentation of 
Aslian languages have been completed by Dun et al. (2013), who have analysed and 
documented 28 different Aslian spoken by the OA people in Thai-Malay Peninsula. These 
languages are mostly Aslian languages of the Austroasiatic family, while some belong to the 
Malayalic languages in the Austronesian  family. Figure 8 shows the distribution of different 
Aslian varieties as documented by Dun et al (2013): 
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Figure 8 
Distribution of Aslian Varieties  

 

Source: Dun et al. (2013) 

 
In discussing issues related to OA languages, a study by Roshidah et. al (2015) is illuminating. 
In this study, the authors examined the vitality of the OA languages in the state of Perak. Five 
OA languages (Temiar, Jahai, Kintaq and Lanoh) were evaluated based on the following nine 
factors of language vitality outlined by UNESCO (2003, p.7): 
 

• Intergenerational language transmission 
• Trends in existing language domains  
• Response to new domains and media 
• Materials for language education and literacy community 
• Community members' attitudes toward their own language 
• Absolute number of speakers 
• Proportion of speakers the total population  
• Governmental and institutional attitudes and policies  
• Amount and quality of documentation 

 
 A total of 82 respondents took part in the survey and follow-up interviews and observations 
were also conducted to gather data. For the purpose of this thesis, this review will only focus 
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on findings related to the first four factors listed above. As a whole, this study found that 
Temiar had the highest level of vitality amongst all the five languages. Several reasons for 
the higher vitality level of Temiar have been cited in this study, and one of them is due to the 
higher number of speakers in the population. In fact, Temiar was a lingua franca of speakers 
from smaller groups like Jahai and Kintaq when they were interacting with the Temiar people. 
This means that amongst these languages, Temiar had the tendency to be more dominant than 
the others. In regard to intergenerational transmission, all the studied languages were “safe” 
as they were still widely used in intergenerational interactions despite the fact that most of 
the OA children in the communities were bilingual. In terms of their response to the existing 
domains, Temiar and Jahai fell into Grade 4, which means there were two or more languages 
used in most social domains and functions. On the other hand, the other three languages fell 
into Grade 3, which means that these languages were facing dwindling domains. In terms of 
their response to the new media, Temiar had the highest grade and this was possibly due to 
the fact that it was widely used alongside Semai by the OA radio station (Asyikfm). Although 
community members also showed positive attitudes towards their native tongues, all the five 
languages were graded 0 in terms of materials for language education and literacy. This is 
because no written materials or orthography were available in these five languages. In this 
regard, it is worth reiterating that only Semai is being taught at OA schools at the moment.  
 
Another recent study by Coluzzi et al. (2017) is also worth mentioning in this review. The 
study, which was conducted with a group of Mah Meri people, aimed to examine the degree 
of vitality of the Mah Meri language. A language use and attitude survey was employed to 
gather the relevant data from 86 respondents. Results of analysis found that in general, the 
Mah Meri language was still quite vital. Similar to what Roshidah et al. (2015) found in their 
study, this Indigenous language was still widely used and cherished by the community as the 
vast majority of the respondents spoke the language fluently and they were indeed proud of 
their ancestral language. Another interesting finding that is worth highlighting in this review 
is the reported multilingual incidences in the participating Mah Meri community. To be more 
specific, in this study Coluzzi et al. (2017) found that although the vast majority of the 
respondents (91.9%) considered Mah Meri to be their mother tongue, they also mixed the 
language with Malay and/or English using “code switching or mixing, or simple code 
alternation” (p.142). Despite the relatively high vitality, the risk of the language disappearing 
as a result of language shift towards Malay was also evident in this study. This risk of 
language shift corroborated findings from an earlier study conducted with Mah Meri people 
by Ghazali (2005), which also found that Mah Meri speakers were shifting towards Malay. 
Being the national language that is spoken in many more domains, Malay is claimed to be 
slipping into the local languages (Coluzzi et al. , 2017; Ghazali, 2015).  
 
The above studies by Roshidah et al. (2015)  and Coluzzi et al. (2017) were useful in the 
context of this research as they provide useful insights on the current situation of some of the 
OA languages in Malaysia. As a whole, both studies agree that more research is required to 
stop the minority OA languages from dying. While both studies highlight some positive 
trends in terms of language attitudes and language vitality of the studied languages, they also 
draw our attention to some issues that need to be further probed into. Roshidah et al.’s (2015) 
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study, for example, show that even amongst OA languages, there is some level of inequality. 
Coluzzi et al. (2017) add more insight to this discussion as they highlight (although not in-
depth) the interaction that the Mah Meri language has with Malay, the national language.  In 
a nutshell, these two studies underscore the need for more work to be done for the 
maintenance of OA languages. In other words, a better understanding of the language ecology 
of OA and how the different languages interact was indeed crucial and timely for this thesis. 
 

2.2.6 Language and Symbolic Power. 
 
Previously, this chapter has discussed theories that guided this study and reviewed some key 
studies that looked into the issues related to the language ecology of OA in Malaysia. In the 
discussion, the issue of imbalanced power dynamics that exist between OA communities and 
the mainstream society is highlighted.  In line with the discussion on the struggles of OA as 
a minority group and their language use within the complex linguistic ecology in Malaysia, 
another important notion that had greatly informed this study is Pierre Bourdieu’s (1991) 
work on language and symbolic power. This section aims to review some of the concepts that 
are relevant to this study. 
 
In his highly influential book, Language and Symbolic Power,  Bourdieu (1991)  uses 
concepts such as habitus, linguistic market, linguistic capital and symbolic violence to discuss 
the symbolic power that exists between speakers and their respective groups. Symbolic 
power, according to Bourdieu (1991), is “a transformed, misrecognised , transfigured and 
legitimated form of the other forms of power” (p. 170), which is defined through the 
relationship between those who exercise the power and those who recognise or misrecognise 
the power as being legitimate. In other words, symbolic power is in fact a manifestation of 
other forms of power. As we proceed with the discussion in this section, the above-mentioned 
concepts related to symbolic power will be discussed in detail to frame our discussion on the 
power relations that can be observed between OA students in this study and the wider 
communities, particularly in terms of their language use and language ideology.  
 
According to Bourdieu (1991), a particular linguistic market plays a key role in shaping the 
symbolic value and meaning of discourse. Bourdieu says that the more formal the market is, 
the more it is dominated by the dominant. Keeping this in mind, he claims that an individual’s 
choice of manners of speaking or their deviation from the linguistic norm is influenced by 
various factors surrounding the production and reception of the discourses in a given 
linguistic market.  Practices, therefore, should be seen as a result of the interaction between 
habitus and the linguistic market (the social context). In this regard, habitus refers to the set 
of dispositions, which include habits and skills that one possesses and uses in navigating a 
linguistic market of their social environment. As explained by Bourdieu, these dispositions 
are inculcated, structured, durable and transposable, and a certain disposition will be a 
reflection of the individual’s social condition. In his work, Bourdieu (1991) also discusses 
the impact of the unification of  a linguistic market. As a result of this unification, which often 
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involves a varying degree of power imbalance, symbolic domination could be, consciously 
or unconsciously,  inflicted upon the dominated group. For instance, this domination can be 
traced in the state language policy concerning the enshrinement of an official language that 
privileges a certain group of speakers.  Stemming from this symbolic domination, 
intimidation or symbolic violence is another important issue to be raised in this discussion. 
Symbolic violence refers to the non-physical violence that is manifested as a result of power 
differentials between individuals or groups. Bourdieu further explains that the cause for this 
intimidation or symbolic violence is linked to the relationship between the situation, the 
intimidating party and the intimidated party. Such a relationship is ultimately defined by the 
whole social structure. As Bourdieu (1991) puts it: “The relation between two people may be 
such that one of them has only to appear in order to impose on the other, without even having 
to want to, let alone formulate any command…” (p. 52). 
  
In addition, Bourdieu (1991) also draws our attention to the notion of legitimate competence, 
which refers to the statutorily recognised capacity of an authorised person to use the 
legitimate language that is perceived as valuable. The linguistic properties that are uttered by 
this particular individual also have the desired non-linguistic properties that express social 
authority and social competence. These properties, according to Bourdieu, are the social 
markers and social qualities that can be overtly represented in the forms of academic titles, 
clothing or other symbolisms.  
  
As the dominant competence is considered as a linguistic capital, the group that has this 
competence may impose the competence as the only legitimate competence in the formal 
linguistic markets. As a result, the educational market is then dominated by the so-called 
legitimate competence, causing the existing disparity and power imbalance between the 
dominated and dominant groups even greater. In other words, the privilege that the dominant 
competence enjoys will to some extent reproduce inequality of power in the society. 
According to Bourdieu (1991), one can still manipulate the market if that they have ample 
capital or strategies to do so. However, any effort to save the value of a linguistic competence 
that is not recognised as a legitimate competence will also involve saving the whole set of 
political and social conditions of the users. In Bourdieu’s words, this struggle is captured: 
“Those who seek to defend a threatened linguistic capital...are obliged to wage the total 
struggle.” (p 57). In addition, Bourdieu also claims that educational systems play a crucial 
role in determining the value of a particular language or cultural content due to their 
importance and influence in  the society. This means that educational systems, to some extent, 
possess the power to determine whether or not a language is valued as a linguistic capital 
within a given linguistic market.  
  
Another important concept that is relevant to this discussion is the notion of capital, which 
refers to the different kinds of power that define an individual’s chance to gain profits in a 
given field. According to Bourdieu (1991), a capital can exist in an objectified form or  
incorporated form. Objectified capital exists in the form of material properties, while 
incorporated capital represents power over the given field, which is also legally guaranteed.  
In a social space, different kinds of capital such as  economic capital, cultural capital, social 
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capital or symbolic capital could be leveraged to access specific profits in the society. In other 
words, these forms of capital determine the social position of an individual in the society.  
 
In this study, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, symbolic violence, symbolic domination and 
capital has provided a framework to examine the current situation of OA students as a 
marginalised minority group whose everyday lives have been constantly shaped by the 
imbalance power relation between their communities and other sections of the society. As 
highlighted in the previous chapter, the OA communities, the poorest amongst the poor in 
Malaysia, are facing numerous socioeconomic struggles that hinder them from progressing 
at the same pace with other ethnic groups in Malaysia. To apply Bourdie concept of capital, 
the current situations of OA in Malaysia underscore the fact that OA students in general do 
not possess the crucially needed capital, namely the economic capital cultural capital, social 
capital and symbolic capital, to gain advantage or profits in their formal academic setting as 
well as in the wider social sphere. In addition, the symbolic domination in the form of 
integrationist government policies that could also be discriminatory, have also caused the OA 
students to struggle even more. The fact that their Indigenous languages are clearly not valued 
as having the legitimate competence in the wider language ecology of Malaysia makes the 
students’ experiences even more challenging.  As we proceed with this thesis, I will 
demonstrate how Bourdieu’s concepts of language and symbolic power were used to analyse 
and interpret findings of this study. 
  

2.3 Multilingualism in Education 
 
The discussion on the language ecology of OA students in the previous section has 
highlighted evidence of  multilingualism in the lives of OA students in Malaysia, where 
students use more than one language in their daily lives. Findings of the earlier-mentioned 
studies such as Colluzi et al. (2017) and Roshidah et al. (2015) also suggest that within the 
language ecology of OA communities, their Indigenous languages do interact with other 
languages.  This, in return,  leads us to the theory of translanguaging that will help us 
understand the research area better. The next subsection explores translanguaging theory in 
education and its potential to positively transform language learning and empower learners.  
 

2.3.1 Translanguaging theory in education. 
  
According to García & Li Wei (2014)  translanguaging is “the enaction of language practices 
that use different features that had previously moved independently constrained by different 
histories, but that now are experienced against each other in speakers’ interactions as one new 
whole.” (p. 22). Similarly, García and Klyen (2016) define translanguaging as “the 
deployment of a speaker’s full linguistic repertoire, which does not in any way correspond to 
the socially and politically boundaries of named languages” (p.14). From the perspective of 
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translanguaging, speakers’ linguistic behaviors are said to always be dynamic as they respond 
to one integrated linguistic system as opposed to one separate system (García & Lin, 2017). 
Applying the translanguaging lens, language practices of a bi/multilingual speaker are viewed 
form an insider’s perspective that what the speaker posses is a linguistic repoirtore that 
belongs to them, not to any named language (Otheguy et.al, 2015, p. 281).  
  
When discussing the translanguaging theory, it is also worth noting the differences between 
translanguaging and the more familiar concept of code-switching. To distinguish between 
translanguaging and code-switching, this thesis draws on García and Kleyn’s (2016) 
distinction. The following two models of bilingualism adapted from Garia and Kleyn (2016) 
portray the epistemological difference between code-switching and translanguaging.  
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Referring to the above models, García and Klyen (2016) explain that in code-switching, the 
idea of two language systems is integral as code-switching relies on the notion of named 
languages rather than linguistic resources. In contrast, translanguaging is more concerned 
with a speaker’s integrated linguistic repertoire that is made up of linguistic features (labelled 
as ‘F’ in the diagram). This means, as García and Klyen (2016) explain, code-switching 
applies an external view of understanding multilingual practices while translanguaging 
applies a more internal view. In the context of this study, it is essential to make the distinction 
between translanguaging and code-switching and establish how these two concepts could 
overlap in some cases. This is  because while code-switching has been widely mentioned in 
studies concerning language teaching and learning in Malaysia, translanguaging has received 
little attention. 
 
In terms of its effects on learners, translanguaging is useful as it allows learners to utilise their 
full linguistic repertoire in their interactions and this can also be leveraged as a legitimate 
pedagogical practice (García & Li Wei, 2015). Translanguaging also corresponds with the 
issues of language maintenance in minoritized communities as it helps to create safe spaces 
for minority languages to be utlised in many socially constructed language hierarchies 
(Otheguy et al., 2015). A growing number of studies that have looked into different ways of 
using translanguaging in instruction. As mentioned by García and Kleyn (2016), the use of 
translanguaging in instruction should be strategic. The teacher’s stance, design, and shifts 
need to be taken into consideration when using translanguaging as a pedagogical approach 
(García, et al., 2016). Figure 10 below summarises García and Li Wei’s (2015) strategies for 
using translanguaging as a transformative pedagogy: 
 

Figure 9 
Models of bilingualism by García and Klyen (2016, p.13) 
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Figure 10 
García and Li Wei’s (2015) strategies for translanguaging as a transformative pedagogy 

 
 
In line with the aim of this study, it is also important to discuss the possibility of using 
translanguaging as a tool to transform language teaching and learning. Around the globe, 
translanguaging has been taken up by many. A study by Lewis et al, (2013), for example, 
reported that in Welsh classrooms, translanguaging was found to be effective particularly in 
the arts and humanities. In the USA, translanguaging has been used as a pedagogy in a pre-
school Spanish-English bilingual program (Gort & Sembiante, 2015). Translanguaging is 
also strategically used in pre-school level in Luxembourg and primary level in the 
Netherlands (Duarte, 2018). In Indigenous communities, translanguaging is also increasingly 
used as a lens to understand multilingualism in different Indigenous communities in South 
Africa (e.g. Makalela, 2018; Makalela 2015) and Australia (e.g. Oliver & Nguyen, 2017). 
Similarly, in Malaysia, translanguaging has also received increasing attention (e.g. 
Rajendram, 2018), but no prior study has looked into translanguaging practices within OA 
classrooms. Such an absence motivated this study to find out whether translanguaging could 
also be used in enhancing the language learning of OA students.  
  

2.3.2 Research on OA Students’ Schooling Experience and English 
Language Learning.  
 
In general, studies looking into OA students’ schooling experiences and their language 
learning have grown in recent years. To have a closer look into the OA students’ schooling 
experiences, Renganathan’s (2016) study is illuminating. In the study, Renganathan has 
explored the schooling experiences of a group of Semai children in the state of Perak, 
particularly the educational support that they receive from their schools. Through a series of 
interviews and classroom observation involving teachers and students at a primary school, 
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the study found some insightful findings. It uncovered evidence suggesting that OA children 
found it challenging to survive in the school setting because they felt the sense of exclusion 
which would become worse because of the bullying by mainstream students. Renganathan 
(2016) also found that as schools embraced a more assimilationist approach to education and 
focused more on mainstream culture, OA students were also not taught to feel proud of their 
cultural heritage. The classroom observations conducted in this study also found that the 
majority of OA students at this school were struggling with their English language learning, 
with only two or three students able to read. This study also found that teachers at the school 
also lacked the required cultural competence to aptly understand the needs and struggles of 
their OA children.  Renganathan’s interviews with teachers at the school also revealed that 
while some teachers were positive about their OA students, others also expressed negative 
views about the students’ attitudes towards learning. In this regard, some teachers claimed 
that their OA students were not interested in learning and their family background was cited 
to be one of the reasons for this problem. As a whole, Renganathan’s (2016) highlights the 
mismatch between the current educational approaches available for OA children and their 
actual educational needs. To overcome this problem, a culturally sensitive education model 
has been recommended by Renganathan (2016). 
 
In terms of understanding the English language learning of OA students, another study by 
Renganathan (2013) has made several vital findings pertaining to OA’s English learning. 
Through a series of classroom observations, she found that: 
 

• the observed students and teachers demonstrated multilingual practices, 
where students would use Semai or Malay, and teachers used Malay and 
English.   

• the prescribed textbook used in the lessons did not cater to the students’ 
learning needs  

• adapting their teaching to suit the needs of OA students was a major challenge 
to the teachers as they had not been trained on the use more culturally 
responsive teaching and learning techniques  

• learning contents featured in the lessons were alien to the OA cultures,  which 
consequely hindered the students from grasping the taught concepts. 

 
In a nutshell, Renganathan’s (2013) study found that approaches used by the teachers did not 
respond to the learning needs of the respective OA students. In addition, the presence of three 
different languages (Semai, Malay and English) in the language lessons was also highlighted. 
Moreover, the materials used in the lessons were found to be culturally irrelevant, making it 
difficult for the OA to experience contextualised English learning processes. As a result, the 
learning objectives were not achieved and consequently the OA students were not able to 
improve their English proficiency levels as required.   
  
Another study by Adnan and Saad (2010), which looked into the OA’s perceptions towards 
English learning, is one of the few studies to foreground the voices of OA people. Employing 
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a narrative approach to collect their data, Adnan and Saad (2010) compared the voices of OA 
community leaders (representing the OA community) and teachers teaching the English 
language in OA schools. The participating teachers were not from OA backgrounds. The 
study found several contradictory perceptions between the OA communities and the teachers.  
First, Adnan and Saad (2010) found that the teachers thought OA students were merely not 
interested in learning English. The community leader, on the other hand, asserted that the 
children were indeed interested in English language learning. However, the community leader 
stressed that teachers should teach things that the children liked and could relate to. In other 
words, the subject matter taught in English lessons needed to be more appealing and relevant 
to the students. Secondly, the study found that the teachers perceived English as an irrelevant 
subject for the OA students. The subject was said to be too much of a burden for the children 
as they needed to learn more important languages like Malay and Semai at the same time. 
These languages (Malay and Semai) were said by teachers to be more relevant to the local 
community compared to English, which was an alien language to them. Similarly, the 
community leader thought that English was alien to the children. However, the OA parents 
were found to be aware of the importance of English in order for the children to get a better 
job in the future. Therefore, the leader suggested that English lessons in schools should be 
simplified and teachers should use music to attract the students’ interests.   
  
In another piece of research, Pawanchik et al. (2010) conducted a study that aimed to identify 
OA students’ preferred English learning skills. They found that the students preferred 
learning English listening skills the most, followed by writing and reading skills. This was 
because the students preferred to listen to their teachers during lessons and they also liked 
copying notes from the board. The study also found that learning through songs was preferred 
by the OA students. Singing and listening to songs were regarded as the preferred activities 
because the students were culturally attuned to singing. Moreover, the activities were also 
deemed less demanding by the students.   
  
In addition, a literacy program for OA children developed by Renganathan et al. (2011) also 
gives useful insights into OA’s learning preferences and needs. These researchers found that 
the OA children were better motivated in learning languages when they were given tasks that 
were closely related to their everyday lives and culture. This finding is also supported by an 
earlier study conducted by Kamaruddin (2008), who found that the pedagogies used in 
schools were new to most OA children because they were educated and socialized differently 
at home. At home, the children were taught valuable lessons through arts and crafts, songs, 
rituals, legends and folklore. In contrast, these approaches were not given much emphasis in 
the national syllabus or in school practices. In other words, there was a contrast in the 
practiced pedagogy and the culture of OA students that participated in the study, which may 
have hindered them from experiencing more effective  formal learning. 
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 2.4 Chapter Conclusion 
 
In this chapter,  theories, research and key policies related to the concepts of indigeneity, 
language ecology, language and symbolic power  and multilingualism in education have been 
explored. As highlighted in the review, for us- Indigenous communities around the world, 
issues such as identity, imbalanced societal  power and self-determination are integral to our 
daily lives. Because of the significance of these issues, any research conducted with and for 
an Indigenous community should also explore the complex relationships of the socio-
economic and historical factors that shape our lives. It was therefore imperative for this study 
to explore the issue of language learning of OA students using a lens that not only could 
provide a holistic picture of the phenomenon, but also transformative and empowering for the 
research participants.  
 
Apart from that, it should also be noted here that while contemporary studies on 
multilingualism have taken a more pluralist approach to research, most past studies related to 
OA English language learning seemed to focus solely on English learning without 
investigating how the complex relationships between English and other languages in the 
ecology could impact students’ learning. In addition, studies that employ an Indigenous 
research agenda are also scarce in the context of OA research. This scarcity has motivated 
this study to positively promote the Indigenous worldviews by placing the OA cultural and 
linguistic knowledge central to the inquiry process. As a whole, the understanding of the 
existing research and debates surrounding this research area gained from the literature review 
had provided an orientation for the design of this research. The next chapter (Research 
Design) will detail the methodological aspects of this research by discussing the theoretical 
frameworks that underpin this study as well as the procedural aspects of its data gathering 
and analysis.  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN 
  

3.0 Introduction 
 
  
This chapter details the methodological aspects of this research by discussing the theoretical 
frameworks that underpin this study as well as the procedural aspects of its data gathering 
process. To achieve this purpose, this chapter is organised into three major parts. The first 
part discusses the methodological imperatives and issues that arose in the developmental 
stage of this study. These include the consideration of research paradigms, theoretical 
frameworks and research design to be used to frame this study. The second part details the 
participants, the data gathering methods and the procedures involved in the data gathering 
process. In this section, I also demonstrate how the employed theoretical frameworks were 
incorporated and operationalised in the actual inquiry process of this study. I explain the 
whole process by detailing the steps taken in developing my research tools and how they were 
administered with the research participants. Finally, the last part of this chapter details the 
procedures adopted for data analysis and a discussion of trustworthiness of the study is also 
presented at the end of this chapter. 
  

3.1 Part 1: Methodological Issues in the Development of 
this Research 
  
To begin the discussion on the methodological aspects of this study, it is crucial to revisit the 
following research questions that guided this study: 
 

• What roles do local, national and international languages play in the family, 
community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children?  

• What attitudes to these languages are held by the children themselves and 
their parents? 

• What use is made of the OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in 
their school-based learning, particularly in their language classrooms?  

• What beliefs about their students are held by the teachers of OA children?  
 
 In its essence, this research project has focused on the perspectives and voices of the OA 
communities. Aiming to address issues of OA educational provision and equity, this study 
aligns with notions of a transformative research paradigm. In addition, aspects of Indigenous 
methodologies were also incorporated into the overall transformative research framework. 
This interface between the transformative paradigm and Indigenous methodologies 



 

87 

subsequently informed the methodological decisions made in this research. The following 
section details the frameworks underpinning this study and the methodological issues that 
aroused during this developmental stage.  
  

3.1.1 A Transformative Study with Aspects of Indigenous Methodologies. 

Transformative Paradigm. 
 
Building on Thomas Kuhn’s (1970) seminal work on the term paradigm, Chilisa (2012) 
defines a research paradigm as a way of describing a worldview by taking into accounts its 
three philosophical consructs namely the ontology (nature of social reality), epistemology 
(ways of knowing) and axiology (ethics and value systems). These philosophical constructs, 
according to Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011), inform researchers on what theoretical 
stances, methodology and methods would best suit their studies. Based on these descriptions, 
paradigms can be regarded as a fundamental aspect of research as they serve as a framework 
that guides researchers throughout the whole research process. Therefore, situating a 
particular study within an appropriate paradigm that resonates with the research aims is 
indeed an important step in planning and designing a study.  
  
In the context of this particular research, I decided to situate this particular study within a 
transformative paradigm with the inclusion of Indigenous methodologies as an integral part 
of the whole framework. Before delving deeper into the discussion, it is necessary to first 
discuss the transformative paradigm in detail. Within a historical perspective, the 
transformative paradigm reflects the teachings of the prominent educator Paulo Freire (1970) 
in raising the consciousness of the oppressed through educational processes that seek to 
illuminate and directly redress social inequality. In his influential work, Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, Freire (2005) highlights the unequal relationship between individuals with more 
power (the oppressor) and those with less power (the oppressed) particularly in education. He 
details the characteristics of what he calls the ‘banking’ concept of education, in which 
education becomes an act of depositing knowledge that would be passively received, filed 
and stored by the students. As a result of this type of education, students would lack creativity, 
agency and knowledge, and this outcome only serves the interests of the oppressor (Freire, 
2005). To overcome this, Freire proposes a more liberating concept of education, the 
problem-posing education, which views education as a process that mutually benefits all 
participants, empowers students and advances equality in education. In line with the 
transformative spirit of this research, Freire’s concepts are discussed further in the later parts 
of this thesis, where I discuss the research findings.    
Meanwhile, in more contemporary research, the transformative spirit has been widely 
incorporated in numerous fields including disability, Indigenous and feminist research 
(Merten, 2009). According to Cram and Mertens (2015), the transformative paradigm initially 
emerged as the emancipatory paradigm before the name was changed to “transformative” by 
Mertens (1999). As explained by Mertens et al. (2011), the shift was in response to the 



 

88 

tensions that arose in the implementation of the emancipatory paradigm, which then led to 
the recognition of the potential of the transformative paradigm in addressing issues of power 
and privilege. Although originally used in disability research, this paradigm provides a 
metaphysical umbrella that covers the intersection of discrimination, which among others 
may be caused by disability, race, gender, religion and Indigenous status (Mertens et. al, 
2011). In other words, the emergence of this paradigm, as mentioned by Mertens (2009), is 
in response to those who have been marginalised throughout history and are finding a means 
to bring their voices into the world of research.   
  
In the context of this research, the decision to employ the transformative paradigm has been 
motivated by several reasons. Linking the decision to the earlier-mentioned definition of 
paradigm by Chilisa (2012), these reasons are discussed in detail here by linking the 
axiological, ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions of the 
transformative paradigm to the aims of this research. First, the decision to employ the 
transformative paradigm was rooted in its relevance to the axiological underpinnings of this 
particular research context. From its axiological position –which focuses on issues of ethics 
and values – the transformative paradigm emphasises the importance of “respect, beneficence 
and justice” (Mertens, 2009, p.49). As suggested by Cram and Mertens (2015), adhering to 
this axiological assumption, transformative researchers need to be culturally respectful and 
prepared to address inequities in the communities. This subsequently highlights the concept 
of cultural competence, which Mertens (2009) defines as “a critical disposition that is related 
to the researcher’s or evaluator’s ability to accurately represent reality in culturally complex 
communities” (p.89). She further explains that to achieve cultural competence, researchers 
should be able to establish trust of the involved communities, recognise personal biases and 
build rapport across differences. In short, all these axiological emphases justify the decision 
to place this study within this transformative paradigm as they are relevant to the context of 
this Indigenous research, in which respect, reciprocity and responsibility are paramount 
(Chilisa, 2012; Hart, 2010; Smith, 2012).   
  
Apart from its axiological position, the ontological assumption of the transformative 
paradigm – its understanding of the nature of social reality - is also another reason that 
motivated the decision to adopt this worldview. In essence, within the transformative 
perspective, truth and reality are socially constructed (Mertens, 2009). Furthermore, as 
explained by Mertens, the transformative paradigm seeks to redress the social injustice that 
arises when voices and perspectives of individuals are excluded as a result of power 
imbalance. Relevant to this, as mentioned by Cram and Mertens (2015), the transformative 
ontological assumption recognizes the multifaceted nature of reality and it explores the 
sources of those diverse perceptions in terms of the values and social positions leading to 
privileging one version of reality over another. This is also supported by Creswell and Plano-
Clark (2011), who mention that within this transformative paradigm, power and social status 
are reflected in what constitutes knowledge, which therefore makes issues such as oppression 
and domination central in a study. The emphasis on the issues of power, domination and 
inequality are relevant to this particular study as prominent scholars like Skutnabb-Kangas 
(2000) and May (2011) have openly addressed the need for the inequality that exists between 
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minorities and dominant groups to be recognised and made explicit in research related to 
language learning, language rights and language policy.  This ontological assumption, reflects 
the study’s aim to examine the roles of power and social relationships in shaping the lives of 
OA communities, particularly in terms of their English language learning. Furthermore, this 
assumption reflects the opportunities this study could create for the OA communities to 
challenge versions or expressions of truth that may not reflect their Indigenous realities, 
making this paradigm appropriate for this study.  
  
The third reason for the adoption of the transformative framework in this study lies in the 
strength of its epistemological position, which resonates with the aspiration of this research. 
In terms of the nature of knowledge, the transformative paradigm views knowledge as being 
constructed within contexts of power and privilege (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). As the 
transformative paradigm recognizes the need for the issues of power and privilege to be 
explicitly addressed, this subsequently leads to the promotion of an interactive and 
empowering relationship from the researcher towards the participants (Mertens, 2009). 
Therefore, from a transformative perspective, it is crucial for researchers to have sufficient 
grounding in the culture of the participating communities (Cram and Mertens, 2015) as 
developing a trusting relationship between the researcher and participants is considered 
paramount in transformative research (Mertens, 2009). Linking this epistemological position 
to the context of this research, it can be noted that Indigenous researchers around the world 
have also emphasized a similar position (Chilisa, 2012; Smith, 2012; Stockey & Mark, 2009). 
For example, Smith (2012) emphasizes that establishing trust is indeed an important feature 
in working with Indigenous communities, while Stockey and Mark (2009) also highlight the 
need for a collaborative partnership between researchers and Indigenous communities. In 
other words, the transformative epistemological position would require this study to develop 
a research plan that gives voice to the participants, empowers them and utilizes data collection 
tools that are culturally appropriate.  These imperatives are key hallmarks of this study.  
  
Finally, a transformative paradigm was selected because the paradigm, methodologically, 
advocates for the use of multiple approaches, methods, techniques and theories (Mertens, 
2009). This is also supported by Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), who claim that 
transformative researchers use appropriate research methods to help them to uncover research 
results/findings that could lead to greater social justice. In addition, as mentioned by Mertens 
(2009) the transformative paradigm also helps researchers to understand the importance of 
culturally appropriate research methods and community involvement in the data collection 
decisions. In the context of this study, the emphasis on community involvement as well as 
the culturally appropriate data collection methods greatly reflect the intention of this research, 
which has aimed to be respectful of the OA cultures and positively amplify their voices. 
Moreover, the flexibility that this paradigm offers in terms of its eclectic methodological 
approaches was also considered an added advantage that would subsequently pave ways for 
this study to be more conscious about the diversity that exists within the OA communities.    
  
To sum up, the decision to situate this study within the transformative paradigm has largely 
been driven by the four main positions held by the paradigm itself. In essence, the promotion 
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of the principles of respect, beneficence and justice in the transformative framework has aptly 
justified the decision. However, as mentioned earlier, in the context of this study, it is also 
crucial to reiterate that the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies into the overall 
transformative framework is imperative in achieving the research goals. Therefore the 
following section details the reasons for such integration and how it has been done.  
  

3.1.2 Incorporating Indigenous Research Methodologies: Transforming the 
Researched into Researchers. 
  
In the preceding section, I have justified the decision to situate this study within the 
transformative framework by discussing the relevance of transformative principles and 
beliefs to the aims of this research. In the discussion, I have also mentioned the decision to 
incorporate aspects of Indigenous methodologies as an integral part of the overall 
investigation framework. This section aims to justify and demonstrate how the engagement 
between the transformative paradigm and Indigenous methodologies has informed the overall 
research process including the subsequent methodological choices.   
  
To discuss Indigenous methodologies, it is essential to explore what these methodologies 
constitute. Denzin et al. (2008) broadly define Indigenous methodology as research by and 
for Indigenous peoples. Louis (2017) describes Indigenous methodologies as alternative ways 
of thinking about research processes. These alternative ways, as she explains, aim to ensure 
that Indigenous issues are ethically researched from an Indigenous perspective. This is 
supported by Smith (2012) who claims that in Indigenous methodologies, Indigenous values, 
beliefs, practices and customs are central to the research process. In fact, these Indigenous 
ways of knowing and seeing reality as well as a their value systems are the key elements that 
build Indigenous methodologies (Chilisa, 2012).  
 
Building on the definitions by Chilisa (2012) and Denzin et al. (2008), in the context of this 
study, Indigenous methodologies are defined as alternative ways of conducting research by 
and for Indigenous peoples through the incorporation of Indigenous ways of seeing reality, 
ways of knowing and value systems. In other words, the incorporation of Indigenous 
methodologies in this study can be seen as a process of integrating relevant Indigenous values, 
practices, beliefs and cultural protocols into its transformative framework as an initiative to 
ensure that this particular research was conducted by and for the OA communities.   
  
Indigenous scholars around the world have agreed that decolonising research with Indigenous 
communities does not necessarily mean a total rejection of conventional methodologies and 
approaches (Chilisa, 2012; Kovach, 2009; Smith, 2012). For example, Smith’s (2012) stance 
on decolonising research relates to the idea of understanding research from the Indigenous 
perspectives by placing the peoples’ interests as central to any investigation. Other 
Indigenous researchers like Chilisa (2012), Kovach (2009) also echo similar sentiments. 
Chilisa (2012), for instance, explicitly reminds Indigenous scholars of the risk of being 
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counterproductive when applicable western ideas are rejected simply because they originate 
from the West. Instead, these western methodologies can be indigenised with the 
incorporation of perspectives and methods that are drawn from Indigenous knowledges and 
worldviews.In doing so, sensitivity to the culture of the participating communities and 
promotion of their participation and ownership of the research process are paramount in 
Indigenous research (Chilisa, 2012). This means that even though Indigenous research 
methodologies aim to decolonise research, they do not completely reject Western ideas. In 
the contrary, it may adapt any applicable methodologies through the process of 
indigenisation. Similarly, Kovach (2009) also echoes these sentiments by suggesting that 
Indigenous researchers may apply Western methodologies (such as community-based 
approaches) that are compatible with Indigenous research methodologies. Drawing on these 
ideas, the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies into the transformative paradigm is a 
decision taken to elevate the potential of this research to appropriately address the issues faced 
by the participating OA communities.   
  
In the context of this study, the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies was a fundamental 
methodological decision made in line with the research aims discussed in Chapter One. 
Reflecting on what Denzin et al. (2008) believe how an Indigenous inquiry should be - an 
investigation that is driven by the interests of the Indigenous peoples and aimed at giving 
benefits to these peoples- it was crucial for this study to be designed as one that brought 
forward the interests of OA communities, promoted active participation of the members and 
should ultimately offer solutions that took into account the local Indigenous knowledge and 
wisdom. Although the transformative paradigm has provided a transformational agenda that 
emphasised on the concepts of respect, beneficence and justice (Mertens, 2009), Indigenous 
methodologies were still necessary as they brought forward specific issues and concerns that 
were crucial to the transformation of Indigenous peoples. These issues and concerns are 
discussed in detail in the subsequent section where I discuss how aspects of Indigenous 
methodologies have informed the study.    
  
To discuss the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies in this research, it is crucial to note 
that, as emphasized by Cram and Mertens (2009), a true connection with Indigenous 
aspirations is one of the pre-requisites for a successful engagement between the 
transformative paradigm and an Indigenous paradigm. Therefore in the context of this 
particular study, the engagement between the two was cautiously made on several bases that 
reflect the commonalities shared between the transformative paradigm and Indigenous 
methodologies. To examine the commonalities, it is necessary to compare the earlier 
discussed axiological, ontological, epistemological and methodological positions of both 
transformative and Indigenous research paradigms. The first commonality can be observed 
in the axiological positions of both paradigms. To be more specific, as discussed earlier, from 
its axiological position, the transformative paradigm promotes respect, beneficence and 
justice (Mertens, 2009). Within a transformative framework, cultural competence is a 
fundamental concept. Similarly, in Indigenous research, respect, reciprocity and 
responsibility are among the core values that should be upheld (Chilisa, 2012 ; Hart, 2010; 
Smith, 2012).  This subsequently leads to the conclusion made by Cram and Martens (2015), 
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which claims that the axiological assumptions of the transformative paradigm are compatible 
with those advocated in Indigenous methodologies. Such compatibility has become a strong 
basis for the engagement between the transformative paradigm and Indigenous 
methodologies in the context of OA research.   
  
Secondly, the ontological belief of the transformative paradigm, which is commensurate with 
Indigenous ontological belief, is also another basis for the engagement. As discussed earlier 
in this chapter, the transformative paradigm recognizes the multifaceted nature of our world, 
with societal and cultural positions determine what is considered real (Cram & Mertens, 
2015). In this regard, it is worth noting that this concept  of multiple realities is familiar  to 
the Indigenous communities whose realities are often margianlised by their more priviledge 
counterparts (Cram & Mertens, 2016; Reid & Cram, 2004; Smith, 2012). In other words, as 
claimed by Cram and Mertens (2016), the transformative and Indigenous assumptions about 
reality align with “the notion that what is real is not necessarily visible” (p. 174) . However, 
it is also essential to note that assumptions about reality in Indigenous communities are more 
expansive as they involve a concept of reality that includes spiritual dimensions (Cram & 
Mertens, 2016).  Therefore, in the context of this study, from the ontological stand, the 
engagement between the transformative paradigm and Indigenous methodologies has allowed 
this study to explore the investigated issues within a framework that not only acknowledged 
the issues of power but was also informed by the spiritual dimensions that exist in Indigenous 
ontology.    
 
Thirdly, the engagement was also possible for this particular study because the 
methodological assumption that the transformative researchers hold agrees with the practices 
that are promoted in Indigenous research. To be specific, the privileging of the voice of the 
oppressed in transformative research (Mertens, 2009; Cram & Mertens, 2016) corresponds 
with the substantial emphasis that Indigenous research has in rightfully giving the Indigenous 
peoples the voice they deserve. Furthermore, both also agree that for researchers to truly 
amplify the voice of the oppressed, they should not only focus on the deficits and disparities 
impacting on marginalised communities (Cram and Martens, 2016). As transformative 
researchers believe in the importance of methods to approtiately respond to cultural 
complexity (Mertens, 2009), Indigenous researchers are also particular about using healing 
and decolonized methods that are sensitive to Indigenous cultures and struggle (Chilisa, 2012; 
Smith, 2012). Therefore, in this study, the engagement between the transformative paradigm 
and Indigenous methodologies have strengthened the overall research framework by placing 
the people’s voice and cultural sensitivity central  to any methodological decisions that 
needed to be made.   
  
Finally, it is vital to point out that the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies into the 
overall transformative framework in recognition that some important elements of Indigenous 
knowledge and ways of knowing are not always present in the transformative epistemology. 
To be more specific, although both Indigenous and transformative epistemologies agree that 
knowledge is created through trusting relationships that are respectful of cultural norms 
(Cram & Mertens, 2016), some crucial aspects of Indigenous epistemology are not present in 
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transformative epistemology. For example, the importance of the interconnections that 
human beings have with the world, the spirit, and inanimate entities (Hart, 2010) are not 
present in the transformative epistemology. Apart from that, other elements such as the 
important role of community elders and certain rituals or ceremonies (Hart, 2010), which 
greatly shape the process knowledge development is also not evident in transformative 
epistemology. In this vein, Cram and Mertens (2016) argue that the explicitness of the cultural 
norms, contents and practices included in Indigenous epistemology extends the thinking 
about the nature of knowledge in transformative sense. In this study, the incorporation of 
Indigenous epistemology into the overall research framework has added important 
Indigenous dimensions that would elevate the various forms of OA knowledge in the whole 
research process.   
  
To sum up, the incorporation of Indigenous methodologies into the earlier-discussed 
transformative framework was possible because of the multiple commonalities identified in 
the preceding discussion. Furthermore, this engagement has also strengthened the 
transformational agenda of this research by adding crucial dimensions that are unique to 
Indigenous epistemology. In return, these dimensions have helped to highlight themes that 
are central to Indigenous research such as the relational nature of knowledge, decolonization, 
transformation, healing and struggle (Chilisa, 2012; Kovach, 2009; Smith, 2012;) . In the 
following section, I discuss these themes by detailing how approaches from Indigenous 
research methodologies have informed this study.  
  

3.1.3 Articulating the Indigenous Research Agenda: Decolonization and 
Indigenization of Approaches. 
  
In the earlier parts of this chapter, I have discussed the decision to situate this particular study 
within the transformative paradigm and the basis for the incorporation of Indigenous 
methodologies into the research framework. I have also mentioned that the incorporation of 
Indigenous methodologies has strengthened this research by foregrounding the voices and 
concerns of Indigenous peoples. This section subsequently aims to demonstrate how 
approaches from Indigenous research methodologies have informed the overall research 
framework.   
  
In essence, two main approaches in Indigenous methodologies mentioned by Chilisa (2012), 
which are 1) decolonization and indigenization of dominant research approaches and 2) 
selection and utilisation of research approaches informed by an Indigenous research design, 
have guided the overall research.  As explained by Chilisa, to decolonize and indigenize 
dominant research approaches, researchers should resist universalized knowledge, invoke 
Indigenous knowledge systems and be respectful of the participating communities. In this 
study, the process of decolonization and indigenization took place through the process of 
reframing the issues under investigation, and integration of Indigenous values such as respect, 
trust and honesty in all stages of research.   
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The following discussion details how Smith’s (2012) Indigenous research agenda and other 
strategies supported the process of decolonizing and indigenizing this research. In this thesis, 
this Indigenous research agenda has been introduced earlier in Chapter Two (see Figure 7).  
Smith’s Indigenous research agenda was adopted to ensure that the integration of Indigenous 
research methodologies was done in a way that would enable this study to reveal and 
emphasise the concerns and worldviews of the Indigenous peoples. By adopting the agenda, 
this study attempted to strategically focus on the goal of self-determination and social justice 
of the OA people, which also aligns with its transformative orientation. 
 
Within the scope of this study, I have mainly focused on fostering the processes of 
decolonization, transformation, healing and mobilization (see Figure 7 in Chapter Two)  in 
all stages of research. Details of how these four processes were promoted in the overall design 
of this study are explained below. 
  
Decolonisation. 
  
The first process that this study aimed to promote was decolonization. As highlighted by 
Smith (2012), decolonization in Indigenous research requires researchers to “have a more 
critical understanding of the underlying assumptions, motivations and values which inform 
the practices” (p.58). This process is essential because as argued by Kovach (2009), a 
decolonizing agenda must be incorporated within the contemporary Indigenous research 
because it is a forceful unifier that shapes the distinctive experiences of Indigenous 
communities worldwide. In addition, she also argues that a decolonizing agenda is necessary 
due to the persisting colonial influence on Indigenous representation and voice in research. 
In other words, a decolonization agenda is essential as it resonates with the collective interests 
of Indigenous peoples globally and it also provides opportunities for the voices of Indigenous 
people to be rightfully amplified.   
  
Decolonization, in the context of this study entails the process of 1) foregrounding of issues 
that are significant to the OA communities, 2) understanding those issues from the OA 
perspectives and 3) providing contributions that can benefit the communities. This research 
has attempted to place the concerns and struggles of the OA of Malaysia central to 
investigation. In this regard, my personal experience as an OA coupled with the preliminary 
scoping visits and the conducted literature review helped to identify the concerns and 
struggles that our OA communities felt relevant. Secondly, to ensure that the issues were 
understood from the OA perspectives, a combination of Indigenous and more conventional 
research methods have been employed for data collection. Through the use of an Indigenous 
data collection method called “sharing circle” that draws on the Indigenous oral tradition ” 
(explained in detail in one of the upcoming subsections), the OA oral tradition was utilised 
as a respectful way of sharing knowledge. Additionally, the use of a participatory method 
called the “photovoice”  also allowed this study to understand the investigated issued from 
the perspectives of OA communities. In the second part of this chapter,where I detail the 
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methods and strategies employed for data collection and data analysis, sharing circle and 
photovoice are discussed in greater detail.  
 

Transformation. 
  
The second direction, which is the transformation process, is another common theme 
discussed by Indigenous scholars (Kovach, 2009; Smith, 2012; Smith, 2004; Chilisa, 2012).   
In this context of study, I referred to Smith’s (2012) notion of transformation, in which she 
relates the process of transformation to the everyday struggle faced by Indigenous peoples. 
Transformation, as Smith suggests, may take place when the investigated issues are viewed 
or examined in relation to the bigger struggle that the Indigenous peoples are facing. This 
notion is applicable in this context not only because it agrees with other Indigenous scholars 
who mutually agree that transformation should be paramount in Indigenous research (Denzin, 
Lincoln & Smith, 2008; Kovach, 2009; Smith, 2004; Smith, 2012), but also because it 
resonates with the social justice goal advocated in a transformative paradigm (Merten, 2009; 
Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). From a local perspective, Smith’s notion of transformation  
reflects the current situation faced by the OA, where academic underachievement is indeed a 
part of a bigger struggle that involves issues like loss of rights and identities, land 
dispossession, and poverty (Chupil & Joseph, 2003; Gomes, 2004; Nicholas, 2005; Nicholas 
2006). In a nutshell, highlighting the process of transformation in this research is essential in 
order to achieve the goal of social justice aimed by the OA communities in Malaysia.  
  
To promote transformation, several strategies have been employed in this study. The first 
strategy is called the “reframing strategy” (Smith, 2012). According to Smith, reframing is a 
process of defining an issue by taking into account “what is in the foreground, what is in the 
background and what shadings or complexities exist within the frame” (p.255). Reframing, 
according to Smith, is also related to determining ways to solve the problem. Reframing is 
important as many Indigenous social problems have been dealt within a paternalistic manners 
that view Indigenous communities as problematic (Smith, 2012). This strategy is similar to 
the process of deconstruction and reconstruction mentioned by Chilisa (2012), who uses this 
term to refer to the process of destroying what has been wrongly written, retelling the stories 
and envisioning the future. It also includes destroying any negative labelling or deficit 
theorizing that has been used to describe Indigenous peoples. Therefore, in this study, 
investigated issues, particularly the ones related to the schooling experiences of the OA 
communities, are reframed within a context that collectively foregrounds the historical, 
political and socioeconomic struggles faced by the OA communities. Through this reframing 
strategy, the investigated issues are framed within the local contexts that take into account 
the OA perspectives. Secondly, throughout the research process, as suggested by Smith 
(2012), I also encouraged all research participants to share stories of transformation and hope 
in all stages of research. The sharing sessions, which were done either formally or informally, 
captured stories of OA struggle, survival and success throughout generations. Though some 
of the shared stories may not have been directly linked to OA’s language learning, all stories 
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were treated as equally important to this investigation as they portrayed the real struggle and 
experiences of the OA communities, which are central to the transformation process aimed 
by the research agenda.  
 

Healing. 
  
The next direction in the Indigenous research agenda is healing. As Smith (2012) suggests, 
healing and transformation are crucial when participants might remember and recount painful 
experiences and stories that may deal with historical or present-day trauma. Similarly, other 
Indigenous scholars like Kovach (2009) and Chilisa (2012) also emphasize the importance of 
healing in Indigenous research. Kovach, for example, believes that selecting a method that 
may promote healing, which she says is associated with decolonization, is crucial in 
Indigenous research. In the context of this study, healing is crucial because as highlighted in 
the literature, OA schooling experiences may be well associated with degrading labelling, 
academic underachievement and discrimination (Chupil & Joseph, 2003; Gomes, 2004; 
Nicholas, 2005; Nicholas 2006; Malaysian Department of OA, 2012). In other words, it is 
then crucial for this study to be promote some opportunities of healing for research 
participants because the whole research process requires the participating OA communities 
to remember their past, which may include traumatic schooling experiences.  
  
To promote healing in this research, I have applied a strategy that was drawn on healing 
methods (Chilisa, 2012) and the earlier-discussed reframing strategy (Smith, 2012). As 
Chilisa proposed, healing methods require researchers to listen to stories with compassion 
and love because the stories shared may trigger painful memories for participants. In healing 
methods, the shared stories are not debated or argued as they are considered to carry a part of 
the solution to the problem. Using this strategy, I made sure that all stories and knowledge 
that were shared by the participating OA communities are treated with respect and not argued 
or challenged. In addition to the healing methods, the earlier-discussed reframing strategy by 
Smith has also helped the promotion of healing in this study. Instead of painting a deficit 
image of the OA communities, this study attempted to focus on the strengths that the 
communities had as an effort to empower them. This practice is in line with one of the main 
focuses of transformative research, where researchers attempt to highlight the strength found 
in communities when their rights are respected and honoured (Mertens, 2009). 
 Mobilisation. 
  
The final process aimed by the Indigenous research agenda is the mobilization of Indigenous 
communities. In this regard, mobilisation is seen as a process that connects the plight of 
Indigenous peoples locally, nationally and internationally (Smith, 2012). Current literature in 
global Indigenous research has highlighted different types of mobilization that take place in 
Indigenous communities. Some of these include political mobilization, resource mobilization, 
knowledge mobilization and mobilization of cultural identity (Perrault, 2001; Smith, 2015; 
Christensen, 2012; Viera & Quack, 2016). However, in the context of this study, the 
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mobilization process involved is mainly related to the mobilization of knowledge and cultural 
identity.   
  
In this context, mobilization of knowledge and cultural identity is achieved in two ways. First, 
through active participation of participants as co-researchers, this study has attempted to 
provide a platform for the OA communities to positively highlight their knowledge and 
cultural identity. Through this active participation, the OA communities were able to mobilize 
their cultural identity in a manner that would benefit their interests. Secondly, the processes 
of recording, transcribing, reframing, analysing and reporting information shared by the 
participating OA communities are also another form of mobilization of knowledge. By 
disseminating the knowledge generated from its collaboration with the participating OA 
communities; this study has attempted to mobilise the OA people’s plight and knowledge to 
national and global stages. Therefore, this thesis itself acts as a vehicle that provides a 
transnational trajectory for the mobilization of OA knowledge to take place. In a nutshell, by 
mobilizing OA knowledge and cultural identity through this research, you potentially enable 
these voices to be heard both within and beyond this research.  
 

3.1.4 Building and Honouring a Trusting Relationship. 
In subsection 3.1.3 above, I have discussed the four main processes that were promoted in 
this research: decolonization, transformation, healing and mobilization. Drawing on these 
processes as well as my personal experiences and moral duty as an OA, I have attempted to 
mindfully approach my collaboration with the participating OA communities. At all times, it 
was paramount for the collaboration to be appropriate, respectful and sensitive to the local 
cultures and norms. The following set of Indigenous research values, which were adapted 
from Hart’s (2010, pp 9-10), were employed to honour the trusting relationship between the 
participating OA communities and myself (as the researcher): 
 

• Indigenous control over research 
• Respect for the Indigenous individuals and community 
• Reflective non-judgement 
• Honouring what is shared 
• Reciprocity and responsibility 

 
 

Indigenous control over research. 
In honouring the trusting relationship that was built between the participating OA 
communities and myself as a researcher, this study encouraged the OA communities to have 
control over some of the key parts of this research through several initiatives.  First, the study 
clearly acknowledged the important roles of the local batins (village chief/elder) and other 
members of the communities. In this context, research participants were acknowledged as co-
researchers rather than passive research subjects. In other words, instead of being the 
researched, the OA communities were empowered to be active co-researchers instead. 
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Although my relationship with the participating OA communities had been long established, 
the actual research partnership began during the initial scoping visits.   
  
In general these scoping visits entailed a series of consultations and negotiations with the 
batins, other village representatives as well as the local authorities when necessary. During 
this process, I explained my research aims to the local batins or representatives to seek their 
opinions and advice on the research orientation that would be of the communities’ interests. 
In this stage, the batins or representatives acted like an advisory board who would provide 
useful insights and guidance throughout the research process. The roles of this advisory board 
became more prominent during the data collection stage, in which the batins, community 
representatives and school representatives were constantly consulted before any decision was 
made. In each research site, timelines and research procedures were also negotiated with the 
local advisory board. This was to ensure that the data collection process could be conducted 
within a timeframe that was mutually agreed upon by all participants. As the majority of the 
participants (the OA) had daily-waged jobs, the timeline had to be carefully negotiated with 
the local communities so that the research process would not interfere with their livelihood. 
This had subsequently affected the selection of research participants, particularly among the 
OA parents. During the inquiry process, only female members of the communities (mothers 
and sisters) were involved as advised by the batins and community representatives.   
  
In addition, this study also encouraged the participating OA communities to have control over 
this research through the implementation of a visual participatory method called photovoice. 
Through this method, young OA students were given significant roles  as co-researchers and 
they had control over the ways the knowledge was generated and disseminated to the world. 
A more detailed explanation on how this was done is presented in one of the later sections 
where I detail the implementation of photovoice as a data collection method in this study.  
 

Respect for the Indigenous individuals and community. 
  
Secondly, respecting the OA individuals and communities is also another core value that has 
greatly shaped my partnership with the OA communities. As suggested by Hart (2010) a 
researcher can demonstrate their respect for individuals and community by being considerate 
of both the diversity that exists in the community and the uniqueness of each community 
member. Drawing on this, this study observed and respected the collective local OA cultures, 
beliefs and practices as well as the views of the participating community members. For 
example, as a sign of respect to the local norms, contact with research participants were not 
directly made without seeking approval by the batins beforehand. However, once mutual trust 
had been established and the partnership had become closer, I was then able to either contact 
the research participants directly or through a representative, who was usually the batins’ 
family member. As a sign of respect, necessary rituals were also performed before the 
research process could begin. For example, in one of the sites where the research had involved 
a group of Temiar people, a Sewang ritual had been performed to mark the beginning of the 
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data collection stage. The ritual was meant to introduce me to our ancestors and the local 
communities as a Temiar child living away from home. 
  
Another example of local practice that was embedded into the research process was the 
custom of gifting the “hosts” (the participants) with food or other items as tokens of 
appreciation for welcoming me into their homes. Each family that was visited during the 
research process would be gifted with a bag filled with grocery items such as rice, condensed 
milk, biscuits and sugar during every visit. This practice is common in OA communities as it 
signifies the culture of sharing, which is one of OA core values. Moreover, in OA culture, it 
is also a norm for the hosts to serve their guests some refreshments as a sign of respect. 
Therefore, gifting the hosts with grocery items would also help to minimize any unnecessary 
burden on the families while participating in this research. 
  

Reflective non-judgment. 
  
In addition, this study also attempted to build a platform for the OA communities to 
disseminate their knowledge within an environment that was respectful and non-judgmental. 
To demonstrate this, as recommended by Hart (2010), the shared stories were listened to and 
recorded as they were told without placing a sense of right or wrong on the information. 
Furthermore, the shared information was also considered within the context presented by the 
speaker. This also reflects the earlier-discussed healing methods (Chilisa, 2012) and 
reframing strategies (Smith, 2012) employed in this study. Using these strategies, stories that 
were gathered from the communities were not challenged and framed within the local 
Indigenous context. These two strategies  helped me to establish a partnership that was 
reflective and nonjudgmental. In addition, through the employment of an Indigenous research 
method called “the sharing circle”, participants were also able to make use of their Indigenous 
oral tradition to share their stories and life experiences that reflected their struggle as an 
Indigenous group in a supportive and caring environment.  
  

Honouring what is shared. 
  
According to Hart (2010), this value can be translated to “fulfilling the responsibility to act 
with fidelity to the relationship between the participants and the researcher and to what has 
been heard, observed, and learned” (p.10). In an Indigenous research context, honouring the 
shared knowledge is a theme that is frequently highlighted by Indigenous scholars around the 
world. For example, Kovach (2009) regards the act of sharing as a method which each 
generation is accountable to the next in transmitting knowledge. Smith (2012) echoes this 
sentiment by highlighting that sharing knowledge is indeed a long-term commitment that 
requires Indigenous researchers to engage in continuing knowledge-sharing processes. 
According to Smith, one way to honour the shared knowledge is by reporting back to the 
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people. Kovach (2009) also proposes the same strategy, which she refers to as member 
checks.   
  
This means that as a researcher, I had to acknowledge my responsibility and commitment to 
treasure the shared knowledge and the relationship that had been established. To honour what 
is shared in this research, I emphasized the importance of consultations and negotiations with 
the participants before making any major decisions that might affect the research process and 
its outcomes. This included reporting back to the participants. To signify my respect and 
appreciation to what has been shared, I personally handed interview transcripts to most 
research participants, particularly those whose settlements were within reach. In the cases 
where it was impossible for me to access the settlements, communication was maintained 
through the Batins and/or community representatives. Through member checks, the 
participating OA communities were able to take control of what was disseminated to whom, 
in line with what they considered fitted with their interests. In short, these actions of sharing 
knowledge and reporting back, according to Smith (2012), assume the principle reciprocity, 
which is discussed in detail in the subsequent subsection.  
  

Reciprocity and responsibility. 
  
Finally, as a study that was conducted by an OA researcher with and for the OA communities, 
reciprocity and responsibility were also among the core values that were always embedded 
into the intention of this research and its overall process.  According to Hart (2010), the values 
of reciprocity and responsibility “can be demonstrated in the ways a researcher would relate 
and act within community” (p.10). These also include the actions that are driven by the 
intention to support the participating community. In both transformative and Indigenous 
research, reciprocity and responsibility are frequently highlighted. For example, from a 
transformative view, reciprocity is regarded as a key element in establishing research 
partnerships that can yield valid information because it helps to address power differentials 
(Mertens, 2009).  
  
Drawing on these values, this research was designed and implemented with the intention to 
support and empower the OA communities through various means. These included the 
selection of a transformative orientation for the overall research process, the adoption of an 
Indigenous research agenda and the foregrounding of OA voice through the carefully-selected 
methods. Apart from that, as a researcher, it is also my responsibility to be honest and 
transparent about this research. Therefore, throughout the research process, I made sure that 
any limitations of this research were explicitly spelled out and discussed with participants. 
As recommended by Mertens (2009), I also considered the consequences of making promises 
to research participants before committing into any decisions that could negatively impact the 
trusting relationships that I had with the community.  
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Additionally, my attempt to support the community also entailed my personal commitment 
in sharing knowledge with the OA communities in Malaysia. This is in line with Merten’s 
(2009) idea of an equal partnership in transformative research, which, in her view, requires 
reciprocity. In this context, Mertens highlights that to reciprocate participants’ willingness to 
share their knowledge, a researcher is expected to give back in the way of resources, skills, 
employment, or training. Motivated by this virtue of reciprocity, I attempted to give back to 
the communities by sharing my skills and knowledge through motivational programs and 
language holiday programs at the research sites. Resources for these programs were raised 
either by donation or from my own personal fund and I also invited other young and 
successful OA individuals to volunteer at some of the programs. As OA individuals who have 
survived similar schooling experiences, the other volunteers and I could relate to the struggle 
that the OA students were facing. Through these programs, we hoped to elevate the students’ 
morale in facing the negative stereotype in the mainstream settings. Additionally, I also 
participated in sharing sessions conducted by OA schools, where OA parents were also 
invited to share their concerns, hopes and dreams. All in all, these programs tremendously 
helped me to connect with the OA individuals from all walks of life and ultimately build a 
closer relationship with the OA communities.  However, it is also essential to highlight that 
while these programs were instrumental in building a trusting relationship with the 
communities, addressing the issue of power differential was also my utmost priority during 
all interactions including at these programs. Given the importance of this aspect, a detailed 
discussion on this is presented in the proceeding section, where I detail the strategies that I 
used to address power differentials in the partnership.   
 
As a whole, the above-mentioned principles contain values that reflect the aspirations 
articulated in  Smith’s (2012) research agenda discussed in this thesis earlier. Apart from that, 
the principles also intersect with the epistemological values advocated by transformative 
research, in which interactive and empowering collaborations between researchers and 
participants are vital (Mertens, 2009). In addition, from a transformative perspective, the 
spirit of reciprocity is also central in the partnership shared between researchers and 
participants (Cram et al., 2004). In a nutshell, these principles clearly reflect the adopted 
Indigenous research values, which emphasize on building respectful relationships with the 
communities (Hart, 2010). As demonstrated in the earlier discussion, guided by Hart’s (2010) 
Indigenous research values, the same spirit of reciprocity as well as the emphasis on 
researcher responsibility and accountability were also paramount in this study.   
  
Ultimately, the discussion on my relationship with the participating OA communities leads 
to another important theme in transformative and Indigenous research, which is the power 
differential between researchers and participants. Given the significance of this aspect, I feel 
that it is vital for me to explain the strategies that I used to address the issue of power and my 
relationship with the participants.  Therefore, the following section shifts the focus of this 
discussion to the strategies that were employed to address this issue. 
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Mitigating Power Imbalance in Research. 
  
Researchers working in the transformative paradigm often begin their research with the 
acknowledgment that there is a power differential between themselves and people in the 
study, as Mertens (2009) notes. Kovach (2009) also mentions that in research, ultimate power 
in the final decisions around most aspects of the research particularly the design, data 
collection and interpretation lies in the hands of researchers. Aligned with the transformative 
values upheld in this study, addressing power differentials is paramount. In this context, it 
was necessary to bridge the gap between the research participants as the local OA 
communities and myself, who was perceived as an educated international researcher. To 
mitigate power differentials, several strategies were employed throughout my partnership 
with the participating OA communities.   
  
The first step taken is to explicitly acknowledge the fact that there was a power differential 
between the participants and myself as a researcher. With that awareness in mind, I then 
attempted to restructure the power dynamics of the inquiry process. As mentioned by Stocek 
and Mark (2009), in Indigenous research, participants must be recognised as equals, not as 
informants or subjects.    In this context, as mentioned earlier, the important roles of 
participants as co-researchers were made explicit from the initial stage of research. In return, 
I positioned myself as an OA student hoping to learn more from the communities through 
knowledge exchange, rather than a researcher wanting to research the communities. It is 
important for me to be humble at all times before, during and after the research process to 
avoid what Chilisa (2005) labels as a colonizer-colonized relationship in research.    
  
In addition, the establishment of the earlier-mentioned advisory board also helped to 
restructure power dynamics in this research.  Through this initiative, consultations with Batins 
and negotiations with the community members were instrumental in decision making process. 
As the research progressed, participants’ roles as co-researchers became more prominent 
through the implementation of a participatory research method called photovoice. 
Furthermore, participants also had control over the shared information through the practice 
of reporting back (Smith, 2012), which is similar to member checks (Creswell, 2014; Kovach, 
2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Additionally, I also employed a strategy proposed by Te 
Hennepe (as cited in Bishop & Glynn, 2013), known as collaborative coding as a measure to 
mitigate power imbalance in this study. Through collaborative coding, I invited participants 
to compare the codes that I identified with the ones that they had intended to highlight. As a 
whole, this collaborative coding helped to ensure that the power to construct meaning did not 
lie in my hands solely.  
 
The following diagram (Figure 11) summarizes the strategies used to restructure power 
dynamics in the overall inquiry process 
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Figure 11 
Strategies to restructure power dynamics 
 

 
  
 
To sum up, the active involvement of batins (village heads), community representatives and 
community members in determining what would work best for the communities in terms of 
the research design, data collection and interpretation helped to balance or at least minimise 
the power differentials in this study. The following discussion, which focuses on the adopted 
research design, data collection methods and data analysis techniques, provides a clearer and 
more contextual discussion on how the above-mentioned strategies were translated into 
actions.  
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3.1.5 Drawing on Mixed Methods Approach 
  
In the previous section, I explained how the engagement of a transformative paradigm and 
Indigenous methodologies were utilised to create a robust, sensitive and respectful platform 
for the voices of OA communities to be foregrounded and uplifted in this study. These 
elements also became instrumental factors that shaped my methodological choices, data 
analysis and interpretation of findings, which led to the implementation of a mixed method 
research design. The decision to employ a mixed methods design is justified and discussed in 
detail in this section.   
  
Before delving deeper into the discussion, it is essential to look at the definition of mixed 
methods. Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) define a mixed methods approach as a research 
design in which qualitative and quantitative approaches are used in research methods, data 
collection and analysis procedures and or inferences. Creswell (2015) defines mixed methods 
as an approach to research in which the investigator collects, analyses, integrates and 
interprets both quantitative and qualitative data in various ways. In a similar vein, Creswell 
and Plano Clark (2011) mention that a researcher conducting a mixed methods study collects, 
analyses and mixes both qualitative and quantitative data in either a single study or in multiple 
phases of a program of study. Mixed methodologists (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009; Creswell, 
2015; Creswell & Plano Clark) state that when a mixed methods approach is employed, 
priority may be given to one or both forms of data. This means it is possible for a mixed 
methods study to have an equal priority on both of its quantitative and qualitative strands or 
emphasise one of those strands above the other. Based on these definitions and explanation, 
a mixed methods study, therefore, can be constructed as a study that combines both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches in various ways and phases depending on the 
employed research framework.  
  
The decision to adopt a mixed methods design was made based on two justifications. First, a 
mixed methods design was chosen due to its ability to help researchers address a particular 
research problems by using both numbers and words (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). This 
means that by employing a mixed methods study, researchers can use both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches to gather richer data. This echoes the the sentiments of multiple 
methodologists (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010), who believe 
that the mixing of methods helps to make sure a complete picture of the investigated issue, 
and can allow for divergent findings to be reached drawing on diverse perspectives 
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Writing elsewhere, Teddlie & Tashakorri (2009) also believe 
that a mixed methods approach provides better inferences and a better variety of different 
views, which makes it fit for the purpose of this study. Furthermore, transformative 
researchers like Cram & Mertens (2015) have also echoed this sentiment by mentioning that 
the use of different methods in this approach provides researchers with an opportunity to 
capture different aspects of people’s lived reality and provide insight into the complexities of 
the investigated issues. In the context of this study, the complexity of the OA language 
ecology and language learning, as highlighted in the Literature Review chapter, necessitated 
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this study to gather data from various participants including the OA students, their parents, 
the local communities as well as the teachers. A mixed methods design was therefore chosen 
as it would benefit this study in terms of its level of completeness, diversity of views and 
sampling process.   
  
Secondly, mixed methods design was also chosen for its practicality. Creswell and Plano-
Clark (2011) claim that a mixed methods design allows researchers to have more flexibility 
in selecting approriate methods to address the investigated research problem. While collecting 
rich data that represent the collective interest of OA was paramount to the investigation 
process of this study, locating the population of interest posed real challenges as the majority 
of the OA (85.7%) communities lived in rural areas. However, the adoption of this type of 
mixed-methods design was deemed useful as it would this study to efficiently collect rich 
data. To be more specific, the quantitative aspect  could help to cast a wider net and locate 
the population of interest, which is a common feature of quantitative research as noted by 
Hesse-Biber, Rodriguez & Frost (2015). In this context, by gathering initial data through a 
quantitative instrument (a questionnaire), a wider population of interest could be efficiently 
located through a more practical manner. Taking the above-mentioned justifications into 
account, a mixed methods design was deemed appropriate for this study. 

  

Transformative Mixed Methods Design. 
  
In line with the transformative aims of this study, a transformative mixed methods design 
(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011) was specifically selected. The transformative design 
(represented in Figure 12 below) is framed within a transformative theoretical perspective to 
help address injustice or bring about change for a marginalized community (Creswell & 
Plano-Clark, 2011). 
 
  

Figure 12 
Transformative mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) 
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Following the mixed methods design illustrated in Figure 12, this study consisted of two 
sequential strands, which are the 1) quantitative strand and 2) qualitative strand. In general, 
the relationship between these two strands was interactive as data gathered in the first strand 
have helped to build the subsequent strand before results of both strands informed final 
inferences. Using a sequential timing, I have implemented the qualitative and quantitative 
strands in two distinct phases as suggested by Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011). The 
sequential timing was selected mainly because it is less complicated to conduct by a sole 
investigator as the strands are separated and the process typically unfolds in a more 
predictable manner (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The mixing or the explicit interrelating of 
both strands (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2011) occurred during data collection and 
interpretation stages. In general, the points of interface for both strands (Creswell & Plano-
Clark, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010) occurred during data collection and interpretation.  
  
Data collection process for this study began with its quantitative strand with the 
administration of a questionnaire, which were completed by 194 OA students. Results 
generated from the first strand were proven useful in casting a wider net and locating the 
population of interest- a common feature of quantitative research, as noted by Hesse-Biber, 
Rodriguez & Frost (2015). With the majority of the OA (85.7%) communities living in rural 
areas, locating the population of interest posed real challenges, but the questionnaire results 
had quantitatively uncovered the roles of local, national and international languages in the 
lives of OA children. These results had then helped this study to select the subsample of 
participants from the first strand to participate in the subsequent qualitative strand.  
  
In the second strand, which is the qualitative strand, multiple methods of data collection were 
employed. All these methods are discussed in detail in the subsequent section. Qualitative 
data gathered in the second strand were then analysed and the results helped to further 
illuminate the quantitative results that were uncovered in the first strand. Finally, in the final 
stage, which was the interpretation phase, over-arching inferences were made based on the 
results of both strands.   
  
Having explained the overall design of this study, it is now essential to note as noted by 
prominent mixed methodologists like Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011) and Teddlie and 
Tashakkori (2009), a mixed methods researcher may favour either one or both strands. 
Similarly, for this particular study, much of its priority was placed in the qualitative strand of 
the overall design. Despite the advantages of the first strand, it is important to highlight that 
the subsequent qualitative strand was more important for two reasons. First, it further 
illuminated findings from the quantitative phase by explaining the investigated issues from 
multiple perspectives. This resonates with Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) idea that qualitative 
research helps researchers to “understand how people interpret their experiences, how they 
construct their worlds and what meaning they attribute to their lives” (p.6). Secondly, it was 
more important because as this study investigated sensitive issues faced by a marginalized 
group of people, the use of qualitative approaches was fundamental as agreed by numerous 
scholars (Liamputtong, 2007; Smith, 2012; Chilisa, 2012 & Mertens, 2009).  Liamputtong 
(2007), for example, has suggested the use of qualitative approaches in this context because 
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they allow researchers to foreground the voices of those who are often marginalized. 
Similarly, Smith (2012) has also advocated for the use of qualitative approaches alongside 
Indigenous methodologies. In a nutshell, the qualitative strand was given more priority 
because it helped to further explain the initial quantitative results, provide completeness and 
allow this study to be conducted in a manner that was sensitive to its vulnerable participants.  
  
In conclusion, the decision to employ a mixed methods approach in this study was not only 
motivated by its capability to support the transformative aims and Indigenous values, but also 
due to its ability to obtain a  more complete picture of the investigated issues by foregrounding 
findings from multiple perspectives. All in all, the eclectic mix of this mixed methods 
approach provided a foundation for designing and implementing methods that were not only 
practical but also sensitive to the needs of this study. The employed data collection methods 
are discussed in detail in the following subsection.  
  

3.2 Part 2: Research Sites, Participants and Data 
Collection Steps  

3.2.1 Research Sites and Participants. 
 
The next stage in designing this study was the selection of participants and research sites. In 
its essence, this study intended to elicit voices and perspectives that reflected the collective 
interests and needs of all OA groups in Malaysia. In other words, this study attempted to 
listen to stories of not only one particular group of OA but as many groups as possible. 
Therefore, the participating research sites and participants were purposefully selected so that 
the collected data would reflect the multiple perspectives of all stakeholders involved. The 
following subsections detail the selection process as well as the reasons behind each decision 
that was made in this stage of research.  
 

Research sites. 
 
As mentioned earlier in the literature review chapter, the OA of Malaysia live in several states 
in Peninsular Malaysia. Dispersed across several states like Pahang, Perak, Kelantan and 
Negeri Sembilan, the majority (61%) of OA settlements are situated in rural villages, while 
the rest were either in remote areas (72%) or near existing townships (2%). In general, the 
selection was made based on the distribution of 18 different sub-ethnic groups and 
accessibility of the sites. Apart from that, it is important to note that the location of each 
group’s settlement also played major roles in determining the levels of interaction that the 
participants, particularly the OA students, have with speakers of other languages. For 
example, students living in remote areas that are not easily accessible usually have lower 
interactions with speakers of other languages as compared to those who live near townships. 
Taking these circumstances into consideration, I selected sites that were able to provide 
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insights from almost all sub ethnic groups and they should also cover the three types of areas 
populated by the OA communities (remote areas, rural areas and in the vicinity of townships).   
  
 
Apart from identifying sites that could provide insights from different groups of OA, the 
second factor that had to be considered was the accessibility of the sites.  This is because, 
while this study always intended to gain rich data from multiple perspectives, managing the 
whole research process realistically within its scope and timeframe was also a priority. It was 
important to select research sites and participants that were accessible and within reach so 
that the study could benefit from the available resources. Moreover, every decision in the 
selection process was also subject to the approvals of the Malaysian authorities and the local 
communities. Therefore, during the selection process, I had consulted the Department of OA 
Development, local batins (village heads) /community representatives and school authorities 
before any final decision was made.   
  
As a result, after a series of consultations and negotiations with the relevant authorities and 
batins/community representatives, seven research sites (comprising of schools and villages) 
located in the states of Pahang, Kelantan and Negeri Sembilan were selected. Figure 13 below 
indicates the location of research sites: 
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Figure 13 
Map of research sites 
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Research participants.  
  
Once the research sites were identified and selected, I began to recruit my research 
participants by using purposive and snowball sampling techniques. In general, there were 
three groups of participants involved in this study:   
  
• OA students  
• OA parents and members of local communities   
• Teachers of OA students  
  
The following subsections present a detailed description of these three groups of participants.   

OA students.  
This research has mainly focused on the teaching and learning of languages amongst the OA 
students, particularly their English language learning. This subsequently made the OA 
students the biggest group of participants involved in this research. In total, 194 students 
participated in this study. Demographically, these 194 students, who represented multiple OA 
groups, came from different socio-economic and linguistic backgrounds. Out of the 194 
participating students, 120 were in secondary school (aged between 13-16 years old) while 
the other 74 students were in primary school (aged between 7-12 years old).   
  
For the student group, the selection process was closely guided by the Department of OA 
Development, the Department of Education and the local batins. In Pahang, the potential 
participants were first identified by either the Department of OA Development or the 
Department of Education and, after obtaining the necessary consent from their parents or 
guardians (see Appendices A, B and C), the students were recruited as part of the team. 
Meanwhile, the selection process that took place in Kelantan was closely guided by the local 
batin and a community representative who had been assigned (by the batin) to partner with 
me during the research process. Like in other research sites, these young participants were 
only recruited after their parents had been thoroughly briefed about the research and a written 
consent was obtained from every parent involved. Guided by the ethical obligations of The 
University of Melbourne and Indigenous research values that were embedded into this 
research, it was my core responsibility as a researcher to openly communicate with parents 
and the local communities before recruiting the participants. Any concerns, interests or 
requests that the students and their parents had were appropriately discussed and negotiated. 
By paying attention to the participants’ concerns, interests and requests, this study has shown 
the respect that participating the OA communities deserved as a major contributor to this 
study. 
  

 
OA parents and members of local communities.  
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The second group involved in this study was the OA parents and members of local 
communities. In total, 18 parents from two OA villages took part in this research and shared 
their valuable stories and knowledge in sharing sessions called the “sharing circles”.    
  
For this particular group, the recruitment process was made based on the advice given by the 
batin or village representative. Since it was deemed more appropriate for me as a female 
researcher to talk to female members of communities, I have only recruited female members 
between the age of 23 and 56 as my co-researchers. Moreover, it would also be more 
convenient for the female members to participate in this research as compared to their male 
counterparts who spent most of their time working. As a researcher and a member of the 
community, I felt that it was mandatory for this research to not place any unnecessary burden 
on the members of communities who mostly relied on their day-to-day job for the family 
livelihood. All in all, the recruitment process of these female members of OA communities, 
which was done based on the advice and guidance by the local leaders and representatives, 
reflects the Indigenous research values that this study had intended to promote. Before data 
collection began, the study was thoroughly explained and informed consent was obtained 
from every participating parent (see Appendix D). 
  

Teachers teaching at OA schools.  
  
The third group of participants involved in this study comprised teachers teaching at OA 
schools. In total, 16 teachers between the age of 24 and 53 took part in this study. The 
teachers, who were recruited by the school principals/headmasters based on their level of 
experience and availability, generally had two to 17 years of experience teaching OA 
students. Nonetheless, due to the low proportion of OA teachers in the five participating 
schools, only two OA teachers (from the Semai group) were recruited. In terms of areas of 
specialization, these teachers mainly specialized in the teaching of Malay, English and Semai 
with some also specialized in other subjects like history and physical education. Before data 
collection began, the study was thoroughly explained and informed consent was obtained 
from every participating parent (see Appendix E). 
  
All in all, the decisions made in this stage had been principally guided by the Indigenous 
research values that this study had intended to uphold. Furthermore, they were also made on 
a premise that was respectful to the teachers of OA students and their schools. Besides, the 
involvement of teachers also helped this study to approach the subject matters from other 
perspectives that were equally important to this investigation. To sum up, the following Table 
4 summarizes key details about the research sites and participants involved in this study:  
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Table 4  
Details of research sites and participants  
 

STATE  SITE  SUB GROUPS  PARTICIPANTS  

Pahang  

Site 1 
 

Semai, Jakun, Semelai, 
Temiar, Orang Kuala, 
Temuan  

84 students,  
two teachers   

Site2  Semai, Temiar   
40 students 
two teachers  

Site 3 Semai  three teachers  

Site 4 Semai  
30 students  
four teachers  

Kelantan  
Site 5  Temiar  

30 students 
12 parents  

Site 6  Temiar  Five teachers  

Negeri Sembilan  Site 7 Temuan  
10 students 
Six  parents  

  

3.2.2 Data Collection Strategies. 
  
In the preceding section, I have explained the research design as well as the selection of 
research sites and participants. Subsequently, this part of the chapter aims to detail the data 
collection strategies. For this purpose, this section is organised into three main subsections 
detailing the strategies used to gather 1) student data, 2) parent data and 3) school data.  
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Student Data.  

Language Use Questionnaire.  
  
In the literature review chapter, it has been highlighted that the language ecology of the OA 
communities is complex and multi-layered. Within the life of an OA school-aged student, it 
is common to find at least three main languages (OA language/s, Malay and English) being 
used. Since one of the main aims of this study is to investigate the roles of local, national and 
international languages in the family, community and academic lives of school-aged OA 
children, two questionnaires were designed to cater to the primary and secondary students 
respectively (see Appendices F & G).  Malay was chosen as the medium for these 
questionnaires as the participating OA students spoke different OA languages and Malay was 
their lingua franca.  
 
The questionnaires were designed to investigate students’ language use and language choice 
in the following six domains:  
  
• Private language use (the self)  
• Home (family),  
• Friendship groups,   
• Formal education settings,   
• Public spaces   
• Technology and digital media  
 
These six domains were drawn from Joshua Fishman’s concept of language domains 
(Fishman1972) and from past studies conducted with the OA communities. In the context of 
this study, the identified domains were useful to reflect the different contexts, purposes and 
interlocutors involved in the daily lives of OA students. In fact, past studies conducted to 
investigate OA language use and language vitality in Malaysia (Ghazali, 2005; Hasan et. al, 
2015) had also used home, work/school, public and media domains in their studies.   
  
In this particular study, the sixth domain, called  technology and digital media, was added in 
the questionnaires as multiple studies have highlighted the significance role of new media 
such as radio, television, computer, mobile phone and the internet in the lives of OA 
communities in Malaysia (Alias & Che Lah, 2015; Ghazali, 2005; Hasan et al., 2015). Apart 
from these previous studies, scoping visits and consultations with the local batins and 
community members also found that in many OA communities, the use of mobile phones 
among the community members was prominent. Therefore, the addition of the technology 
and digital media domain was considered relevant and necessary in order to capture the 
contemporary language practices of the OA students.   
  
In the questionnaires, participants had to select the language(s) that they used when 
interacting with different interlocutors in different domains. These languages could be OA 
languages, Malay, English or/and any other additional languages. For each activity (item), 
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participants were free to select more than one language (wherever relevant) to reflect their 
multilingual practices. Apart from that, the items featured in the language use questionnaires 
also covered all the four modalities of language use: speaking, listening, reading and writing.  
All in all, the items in the language use questionnaires have covered the following domains 
and activities: 
 
 
Figure 14 
Language Domains 
 

Domain Activity 

SELF Thinking, singing and reading for pleasure 

FAMILY Talking to parents, grandparents, siblings 

FRIENDSHIP Playing with friends and talking to 
schoolmates/classmates 

EDUCATION Learning in classrooms, communicating with teachers, 
solving mathematical problems, doing homework 

PUBLIC Making purchases from a shop 

TECHNOLOGY AND DIGITAL 
MEDIA 

Watching TV, listening to radio, using computers, using 
mobile phones 

 
Prior to the data collection, this questionnaire had been piloted with 15 OA students who were 
purposefully selected in one of the research sites. The main purpose of the pilot test was to 
assess its acceptability in terms of language, illustrations and layout. To achieve, the test was 
conducted individually,  and a brief discussion was conducted with each respondent after they 
had finished answering the questionnaire. During this discussion, respondents shared their 
feedback on the questionnaire in terms of the comprehensibility of the contents, the language  
and pictures used as well as the acceptability of the instrument layout. Based on the qualitative 
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feedback received from these 15 respondents, the questionnaire was then updated and ready 
for administration. 
 
In total,194 OA students from 10 sub ethnic groups took part in the questionnaire, and 
respondents spent approximately 20 minutes completing the questionnaires. It is important to 
highlight that, in line with the earlier discussed transformative beliefs and Indigenous 
research agenda, the questionnaire administration process was closely guided by the local 
customs, norms and values. For example, in one of the sites, I was offered the opportunity to 
meet parents of the participating OA students several times at the batin’s house before 
administering the questionnaire. During the informal gatherings, the parents and I enjoyed 
the usual tea drinking ceremony and chatted about our everyday lives. Through the informal 
gatherings, I was able to foster a trusting relationship with the communities who seemed 
welcoming and positive about the research. Apart from the gatherings, I also attempted to 
build a trusting relationship with the children in the village and the ones at the school hostels 
through a series of language activities. During the activities, I focused on activities such as 
drawing, singing and storytelling, which are closely related to our OA cultures. I also 
encouraged students’ active participation during the activities as a way to empower them. At 
the end of the program, the questionnaire was administered with participants. As the 
questonaires also functioned as an instrument to identify potential participants for the 
qualitative strand of the data collection, the administration was not anynomuous. In this 
context, it was important to identify and purposefully select the samples for the subsequent 
phase of the research due to complex logistical issues surrounding access to participants. For 
secondary-aged participants, the questionnaire was administered in small groups. Meanwhile, 
with primary-aged students, whose literacy practices were more limited, the questionnaire 
was conducted on a one to one basis.  
  
The administration of the questionnaire benefited this study in two ways. First, it managed to 
obtain quantitative data on the language use and language choice of the OA students in 
Malaysia, which illustrated a general picture of the roles played by local, national and 
international languages in the students’ daily lives.  Secondly, the collected quantitative data 
also built a foundation for the subsequent qualitative inquiry of this study. It helped to cast a 
wider net and subsequently locate the population of interest for this study.  The responses 
obtained from the questionnaire guided me in purposefully selecting participants with the 
most multilingual practices for the upcoming data collection activities, which were the 
language attitude interview and the photovoice activity. These two data collection methods 
are discussed in detail in the following sections. 
  

Semi-Structured Language Attitude Interview. 
  
The second data collection method conducted in this study was a semi-structured individual 
interview with ten OA students.  According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), interviewing is 
necessary when researchers cannot observe behaviours, feelings and interpret the world 
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around them. This method was also selected as it was fundamental for this study to amplify 
the voices of OA students accordingly. Moreover, data obtained from the questionnaire alone 
would not be able to generate a rich and thick description of the subject matter. Therefore, a 
series of semi-structured language attitude interviews was conducted with seven secondary 
school students who demonstrated the most multilingual practices in their language use 
questionnaires. The interviews were mainly conducted in Malay as participants spoke 
different OA languages and Malay was the lingua franca outside their home environments.  
 
In general, the semi-structured interview aimed at identifying students’ attitudes towards their 
home languages, national language (Malay) and English as a global language. I chose to 
conduct semi-structured interviews because as claimed by Brinkmann (2014), a semi-
structured interview would allow me to become more actively involved in the interview 
process and follow up on certain issues raised during the interview. For the purposes of this 
study, an interview protocol containing 32 guiding questions were formulated (see Appendix 
H).    
  
To formulate the guiding questions, I began by identifying the contexts that needed to be 
covered in the interview, which then led to the decision to frame the interview within the 
school context and outside school context. This decision was made because this study, as 
specified in its research objectives, aimed at looking into the family, community and 
academic lives of the participating OA children. Once the specific contexts for the interview 
had been identified, I then moved on to establish the operational definition of language 
attitudes that was to be adopted by this particular interview. As mentioned in the introductory 
chapter, for the purpose of this study, I closely referred to Richards and Schmidt’s (2010) 
definition of language attitudes, which refers to the attitudes that language speakers have 
towards their own language and other languages. In detail, these attitudes may reflect positive 
or negative impressions towards certain aspects of a language including its linguistic 
difficulty or simplicity, degree of importance, social status and ease or difficulty of learning.  
Next, to ensure that the entire process of designing and conducting the interview was 
culturally appropriate, I have used strategies from Indigenous interview methods by Chilisa 
(2012) and Kovach’s (2010) conversational method to design questions that would prompt 
participants to share their life stories and experiences. 
 
In total, the 32 open-ended, semi-structured interview questions were formulated and 
organised into three major sections: 
  

• Demography  
• Attitudes towards OA languages, Malay and English (outside school context)  
• Attitudes towards the learning of OA languages, Malay and English (school 

context)  
 Prior to the data collection, the interview protocol was piloted with three respondents. 
During the test, a mock interview session was conducted with each respondent, which was 
subsequently followed by a brief discussion. During this discussion, respondents shared 
their feedback on the questions in terms of their comprehensibility and relevance. Based 
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on the feedback received from these respondents, some minor amendments had been made 
to the interview protocol prior to the actual data collection.  

 

Photovoice. 
 
The third technique employed to gather student data in this study is a visual data collection 
technique called photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997). For this study, I have closely referred to 
the photovoice concept introduced by Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris (1997). In their 
seminal article, Wang and Burris (1997) referred to photovoice as a process of  identifying 
and representing issues in a community through a photographic technique, which is 
conducted by members of a community as a way of enhancing the community. To be more 
specific, photovoice is a participatory photographic technique that enables community 
members to photograph events or issues that they feel are important and require attention. As 
mentioned by Wang and Burris (1997, p.370), photovoice aims to : 
 
• enable people to record and reflect their community’s strengths and concerns   
• promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues through large and 

small group discussion of photographs   
• reach policymakers 

  
Photovoice, as Wang and Burris suggest, provides opportunities for participants to record and 
catalyze changes in their communities, rather than being passive images or subjects of the 
research. This has been widely agreed upon by other researchers (Jennings & Lowe, 2013; 
Castleden, Garvin & Huu-ay-aht First Nation, 2008; Wilkin & Liamputtong, 2010; 
Hergenrather et al, 2009) who also found photovoice to be empowering. Powers and 
Freedman (2012) offer invaluable insights on the use of photovoice to promote social justice. 
Using a social justice framework, the authors reviewed 15 photovoice projects and found that 
the photovoice method could promote social justice by developing sense of ownership and  
agency amogst participants. In addition, it could also provide opportunities for participants to 
acquire new skills such as “documentary photography, observation, critical thinking, 
research, leadership, activism, and presenting” (Powers & Freedman, 2012, p.95). Apart from 
that, Delgado (2015) notes that the transformative experience that participants gained during 
a participatory activity like photovoice is usually shared with others, which thereby becomes 
a source of positive news. These advantages of photovoice resonate with the transformative 
intention of this research, which is to address the tensions that arise from unequal power 
relationships in research and increasing social justice (Mertens, 2009).  
  
In the context of Indigenous research, the photovoice method is similar to what Smith (2012) 
called “representing” project.  A representing project, which may involve Indigenous artists, 
writers, poets or film makers, attempts to capture images that express their Indigenous spirit, 
experience and world (Smith, 2012). Through these images, Indigenous communities are able 
to capture the complexities of being Indigenous and propose solutions to their real-life 
dilemmas. Around the world, photovoice has successfully been used in studies with multiple 
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Indigenous communities but none had involved the OA of Malaysia. For example, a study by 
Castleden, Garvin & Huu-ay-aht First Nation (2008) highlights the positive impacts of 
photovoice in effectively balancing power, creating a sense of ownership, fostering trust and 
responding to cultural preferences. Similarly, photovoice has also been successfully used in 
a study with Aboriginal health workers in Australia by Wilkin & Liamputtong (2010). In their 
study, the capacity of photovoice as an empowering method that is culturally relevant to its 
participants was underscored. Feedback from the participants highlighted their satisfaction 
with this method, in that it complemented the Aboriginal cultures and practices (Wilkin & 
Liamputtong, 2010). In a nutshell, this positive feedback from both mainstream and 
Indigenous studies motivated the decision to employ photovoice with the OA of Malaysia as 
well.   
  
In the context of this study, photovoice was considered appropriate because it aligns with the 
four processes that the earlier discussed research agenda attempts to promote (decolonization, 
transformation, healing, mobilization). Through photovoice, the OA communities were given 
more active and dynamic roles in this research. They were given the opportunities to lead the 
inquiry process and subsequently contribute their perspectives through the images that they 
produced. What is more, through photovoice, the OA communities had the power to take 
control on what would be shared to the wider audience of this study.  In a nutshell, photovoice 
was selected because of its capacity in providing rich image-based insights in this under-
researched area while respectfully empowering the OA communities.   
  
In terms of its procedural aspect, Wang and Burris (1997) include training and facilitated 
group discussions as the main stages involved in implementing a photovoice project. On top 
of these two stages, they highlight the importance of a participatory analysis, which involves 
participants selecting the photos, contextualizing the stories and codifying the relevant 
themes. In a more recent work, Delagado (2015) includes pre-project considerations, 
selections of participants, training, implementation, selection of images and narrative, 
exhibition and project evaluation as crucial steps in conducting a photovoice project. 
Meanwhile, according to Latz (2017), photovoice can be distilled down to eight steps: 
identification, invitation, education, documentation, narration, ideation, presentation and 
confirmation. Based on these ideas, it can be concluded that among the main steps in a 
photovoice project are selection of participants, training, implementation, presentation and 
discussion.  
  
Drawing on the steps recommended by previous studies, the photovoice project conducted in 
this particular study had consisted of the following three stages (Figure 15) : 
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Figure 15 
Stages of Photovoice Data Collection  
 

 

 
Stage1 (Ready) : Getting Ready for Photovoice- Preparation. 
  
This first stage of this photovoice data collection activity focused on selecting participants 
and preparing them with the necessary knowledge and skills for the project. Twenty 
secondary students who reported multilingual practices in the language use questionnaire 
were invited to participate in the photovoice project. Due to timing and resource factors, the 
project was conducted with two different cohorts, each involving ten participants. After 
consent was obtained from participants and their parents/guardian, the project commenced 
with a training session. For this purpose, a four-day training was conducted with the 
participants. On the first day of the training, participants were familiarised with the camera 
features and instructed on how to operate the devices. During the training, participants were 
also briefed on the activities that they would have to complete. Next, participants were invited 
to take the cameras home and as part of the training, they were encouraged to start taking 
photographs to familiarize themselves with the devices. During this stage, I stayed at the 
research sites to facilitate them with the tasks. Two days later, participants were gathered to 
discuss their experiences conducting the photovoice activity. All issues were discussed and 
ways to resolve the issues were then identified. Once this first stage was completed, 
participants were considered ready for their role as junior researchers.   
  

Stage 2 (Research): Researching with the communities- Implementation.   
  
In this stage, participants began their research activity by photographing situations that they 
thought could illustrate their daily language practices. As discussed during the training, 
students were asked to capture happenings or situations that would describe the following:  
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• People/place/things about their OA life that they would like outsiders to know  
• Situations where language (s) were used by them and people around them  
• Daily occurrences that were important to them  

 
At this point, I decided to not be in the research sites in order to let the participants take full 
control of the process. However, participants were encouraged to contact me should any 
issues arise during the process. Alternatively, for those who had no access to a telephone, 
they could contact the village batins or representatives, with whom I stayed in close contact 
at all times. The activity was completed in one week and all loaned cameras were returned 
upon completion of task.  
  
Stage 3 (Review): Reviewing captured images - Presentation and Discussion. 
  
This stage entailed a gathering with the participants where presentation and informal follow-
up discussions were conducted. The purpose of this stage was to enable research participants 
to select what data they wished to share with the research audience. During this stage, 
participants sat in a group and viewed the photographs that they had taken. Each participant 
was to select ten images that they think would best describe their daily language practices. 
During this process, participants were also free to delete images that they thought 
inappropriate for sharing purposes. Selected images, however, would be further discussed in 
the next activity, the sharing circle. During this process, I noticed that most participants were 
in favour of images that reflected their OA identities such as those related to special OA 
ceremonies, animals and nature. However, most participants would avoid choosing images 
that clearly identified them. Once the final decisions had been made by participants, the 
images were sent for printing as a preparation for the next activity. Additionally, participants 
were also encouraged to converse about their experiences conducting the photovoice activity. 
I consider the whole process undertaken in this stage was essential to ensure that the 
participants were acknowledged for their roles as young researchers, which would eventually 
establish a sense of ownership amongst the participating OA communities. Furthermore, this 
process has also reflected the Indigenous research agenda that this study had intended to 
promote. Through this activity, the participating OA youths were empowered and 
transformed into young researchers who worked on a representing project that produced 
images representing the OA realities through their own eyes and lenses.  In Chapter Five, 
where I present the photovoice data in detail, readers will see how these selected paragraphs 
provide a more “intimate” insight into the daily lives of OA children and their language 
practices.  

Sharing Circle. 
The final data collection method used to gather student data was a method called the “sharing 
circle”. The same method was also employed during the data collection process with the 
participating OA parents. This method is similar to a talking circle (Chilisa, 2012) and 
comparable to focus groups in qualitative research (Lavelle, 2009; Chilisa, 2012). In her 
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research with the Indigenous peoples of Ojibway, Algonquin, and Cree Nations in Canada, 
Lavalle (2009) gathered stories from the Indigenous communities through sharing circles. 
According to Lavalle, sharing circles allow for recognition of the Indigenous beliefs and ways 
of sharing knowledge, and recognise that the spirits of the people’s ancestors are present in 
the circle. Lavalle sees these features as fundamental in sharing circles and elements that 
differentiate them from focus groups.   
  
Similarly, in the context of this study, the sharing circles also were intentionally tailored to 
suit the needs, norms and sensitivities of OA communities. Therefore, prior to the data 
collection process, I had consulted the batin and village representative to ensure that the 
method would be in line with the local norms and cultures. As the oral tradition is in fact a 
common way for the OA people to disseminate knowledge, the method was deemed 
appropriate. In general, the sharing circles that I conducted with the OA students aimed to 
explore the ways they used different languages or translanguaging to achieve different 
purposes and discuss the attitudes that they had towards their home, national and international 
languages. To achieve this, participants used the photographs that they took during the earlier 
photovoice activity to demonstrate their daily multilingual practices. A set of guiding 
questions were used to facilitate the sharing circles (see Appendix I) It was also anticipated 
that through these circles, the roles of the various languages in the students’ lives would be 
further revealed by the students themselves. In addition, the circles were also designed as a 
platform for these junior researchers to not only present their achievements (photographs), 
but also share their ideas, concerns and perspectives related to the subject matters.   
  
In total, 20 students who had previously been involved in the photovoice activity took part in 
the sharing circles. The circles, which were conducted in two different sites, consisted of 
groups of 5 to 7 students depending on the students’ availability and convenience. At one of 
the sites, sharing circles were mainly conducted in Malay as participants came from different 
OA groups. On the other hand, at the other site, the circles were conducted in both Temiar 
and Malay, and some parents were also present to support their children. Each circle typically 
began with an informal conversation between the participants and me. During these 
conversations, we tried to relate to each other’s stories and acknowledged our Indigenous 
identities and the realities that were embedded with these identities. Then, each participant 
took turns to present ten of the images that they had produced, which they felt would be most 
interesting to talk about. While presenting the selected photographs, the participants would 
describe the situations that they had photographed, emphasizing the languages used in each 
particular situation and why the languages were used. Concurrently, other participants were 
encouraged to ask questions or share their opinions about the photographs. At this stage, as a 
facilitator, I kept my involvement to a minimum level in order to allow the participants to 
take control of their discussion. These sessions, which were audio-taped, concluded with 
some refreshments and tokens of appreciation were presented to the participants, which was 
a common practice in any gatherings conducted in the local community.      
  
Overall, the employment of sharing circles as a data gathering method has created 
opportunities for the OA students to present and discuss their work as junior researchers, 
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which in return, has empowered them to develop their sense of ownership over the 
information or data that they were contributing to this research.   

Parent Data. 

Parent Sharing Circle.  

In the preceding section, I have explained the employment of an Indigenous method called 
the sharing circle with the participating OA students. The same method was also employed 
to gather stories from OA parents and other community members. This was also motivated 
by the fact that sharing circles, when used with adult participants in this research, would 
recognize OA beliefs, ways of thinking, as well as ancestral spirits. With this group of 
participants, the main aim of the sharing circles was to investigate the attitudes that the OA 
parents and their local communities had towards local, national and international languages. 
In this context, this was done by inviting parents as well as local community members to 
share stories about their children’s schooling experience in the sharing circles. However, 
unlike with the OA children, discussions with the parents were not audio-taped as most 
members were not comfortable being audio-taped. Data gathered from the conducted circles 
were recorded through note taking technique instead.   
  
In total, 18 participants from two OA villages took part in the parent sharing circles. A set of 
guiding questions were used to facilitate the discussion during the sharing circles (see 
Appendix J). Each circle typically started with participants sharing stories about their leaders 
and ancestors who had greatly contributed to the local communities. I felt that this was 
important because the stories reflected the recognition and gratitude that we had towards our 
leaders and ancestors. Then, the conversations moved to stories related to the children’s 
schooling experiences, particularly in terms of their language learning. Participants also 
shared their hopes and concerns regarding the survival of OA people. Keeping the OA 
interests central to the data gathering process, the circles were altogether non-judgmental and 
supportive. During each circle, my role was mainly to listen to the stories while a member in 
each circle would help to clarify any ambiguities or confusions that arose. Each circle 
concluded with some refreshment and token of appreciation (basic grocery items) were 
presented to the participants as a sign of gratitude and respect towards local practices. As 
participants were welcomed to personally approach me if they felt like doing so, some had 
taken the opportunity to share more stories even after the circle had concluded. For my 
personal communication with the communities, the talk was also captured through note 
taking.  
  
All in all, the employment of this Indigenous method with both students and parents had 
benefited this research in two ways. First, it enabled me to uphold the core intention of this 
particular transformative-Indigenous research, which was to foreground the voices of the OA 
peoples through a method that reflected their own oral traditions.  Secondly, the inclusion of 
this method has also provided a way to add crucial dimensions of Indigenous epistemologies 
that are often not present in the transformative framework. In a nutshell, the inclusion of OA 
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voice, their ways of knowing and knowledge that they value are in line with the Indigenous 
agenda that this research aimed for. 

School Data.   

Teacher Interview. 
Data collection with the participating teachers began with a semi-structured face-to-face 
interview. As mentioned earlier, interviewing is necessary when researchers cannot observe 
behaviour, feelings and interpret the world around them (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  Apart 
from that, Creswell (2014) also suggests that interviews can be developed to obtain thick, rich 
data utilizing a qualitative investigational perspective. In other words, by conducting 
interviews, researchers can obtain thick and rich data that includes unobservable factors. 
Therefore, this interview method was considered beneficial to this research as it would allow 
me to elicit information that is not evident during classroom observations.  
  
In this context, the main purpose of interviewing was to investigate the attitudes and beliefs 
held by teachers of OA children about their students. To achieve this, an interview protocol 
containing 18 open-ended semi-structured questions was developed (see Appendix K). I 
chose to employ semi-structured interviews because as mentioned by Merriam and Tisdell 
(2015), a semi-structured interview allows researchers to collect specific data required from 
all respondents. In the context of this research, collecting specific data related to the teacher’s 
experiences, attitudes and beliefs about their OA students was essential so that the 
investigated issues could be understood from multiple perspectives. Drawing on Patton’s 
(2015) classification of types of interview questions, I included four types of questions, which 
were the background questions, experience and behavior questions, opinion and value 
questions and feeling questions. Table 5 below presents the themes and types of questions 
included in the interview protocol:  
 
Table 5 
Themes and Types of Questions in Interview Protocol  

SECTIO
N 

THEMES TYPE OF QUESTIONS 

A Background  • background questions  

B 
Attitudes and beliefs 
about OA students  

• experience and behavior questions  
• opinion and value questions   
• feeling questions   

C 

Incorporation of OA 
students’ linguistic and 
cultural knowledge in 
language teaching  

• experience and behavior questions  
• opinion and value questions   
• feeling questions   
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Using the above-mentioned interview protocol as a guide, 10 interviews were conducted 
involving 13 teachers and each session took about 30-40 minutes. Out of the 10 interview 
sessions, nine were conducted individually while the remaining one session was conducted 
in a group of four teachers. With respondents’ consent, eight sessions were audiotaped while 
the rest were recorded in an interview protocol. Most interview sessions were recorded, but 
as recommended by Creswell (2013), notes were also taken during all sessions for additional 
record.  
 

Classroom Observation.  
  
Another technique employed to gather school data was classroom observations involving 
Semai, Malay and English language lessons. Classroom observations were conducted in this 
study because they would be useful to describe settings, behaviour and settings (Maxwell, 
2013). The observations aimed to achieve two objectives. First, they aimed to investigate 
teachers’ classroom practices. Secondly, the classroom observations also aimed to investigate 
the use of linguistic and cultural knowledge of OA students in their school-based learning. In 
the context of this research, a clearer picture of the typical language learning that OA students 
were experiencing at school could be gained through observations. This, in turn, would enable 
the study to reveal if OA cultural and linguistic knowledge played any role in their school-
based learning.  
  
To record my observational data, I used a scripting form (see appendix L) , and using this 
form, qualitative observational data was recorded as a running narrative throughout the 
observation. As proposed by Creswell (2014), the following information was recorded in the 
scripting form:  
  

• Demographic  
• Physical setting  
• Accounts of classroom activities and interactions  
• Reconstruction of particular dialogues  
• Researcher’s reflective notes  

 
During observations, a substantial focus was placed on the accounts of classroom activities 
and interactions. In line with the transformative aim of this research, I attempted to observe 
how the linguistic and cultural knowledge of OA students were being utilized in classroom 
activities and interactions based on the following dimensions of a culturally responsive 
classroom by Geneva Gay (2000): 
 

• classroom climate 
• instructional strategy 
• learning content/material 
• teacher role 
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• student engagement 
 
In total, 13 observations involving 13 teachers were conducted at five different schools. The 
following table (Table 6) presents the number of classroom observations completed in this 
study: 
 
Table 6  
Number of classroom observations  
 

LANGUAGE NUMBER OF OBSERVATION 

Semai  1 

Malay  5 

English  7 

  
The conducted observations, as a whole, had allowed this study to have a more direct and 
closer look into our OA students’ language learning experiences in their actual classrooms. 
This opportunity, coupled with the earlier-discussed teacher interviews, helped this study to 
generate a more comprehensive and robust description of the investigated subject matters. 

3.3 Part 3 : Strategies for Data Analysis & Trustworthiness 
of Research  
  
In this part of the chapter, important strategies used for data analysis and for ensuring 
trustworthiness of this research are discussed in detail.   

3.3.1 Analysing Quantitative Data 
  
In this study, quantitative data were gathered using a questionnaire. It should be noted that 
for the purpose of this study, only descriptive analysis was conducted. As mentioned by 
Creswell (2013), descriptive analysis is used to describe the overall trends or tendencies in 
the data. Similarly, in this study, the key goal of the survey was to get a general view of 
OA students’ language practices, which would be then strategically and purposefully used 
to guide the subsequent qualitative data collection.In addition, the level of quantification 
(percentages and tallies) that has been undertaken in this study was suited to the purposes 
of the survey, which were not seeking to prove or disprove a hypothesis. 
 
As a whole, the analysis process of these data was guided by Creswell’s (2013) steps for 
analyzing quantitative data. As recommended by Creswell (2013), before the analysis was 
conducted, data were prepared and organized. In this first stage, all data were scored and a 
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codebook was created. The scored data were then recorded in a Microsoft Excel programme. 
Once all the preparation was completed, the analysis process entered its second step. In this 
stage, a descriptive analysis was conducted to generate the mean, standard deviations, and 
range of scores. 

3.3.2  Analysing Qualitative Data  
Strategies for analysing data gathered through interviews, classroom observations and 
sharing circles  
  
Through multiple interview sessions, classroom observations and sharing circles, rich and 
useful data were gathered from OA students as well as their parents and teachers. Table 7 
below provides an overview of the types of data gathered through the following data gathering 
methods: 
 
Table 7  
Types of Data Gathered 

METHOD OF DATA GATHERING TYPE OF DATA 

Interview Audio recorded data 
Notes 

Sharing Circle Audio recorded data 
Notes 

Classroom observation Field notes 

Researcher field notes Field notes 

 
Drawing on Creswell’s (2013) guidelines for qualitative data analysis, the analysis process of 
the above data was divided into three major stages: 1) transcription of data 3) preliminary 
exploratory analysis of data and 2) coding of data. The analysis began with the transcription 
process where raw data were converted into text data. Next, the process continued with a 
preliminary exploratory analysis, which involved reading and exploring the text data 
(transcriptions). This preliminary analysis was conducted to obtain a general sense of the 
data. While doing this, important notes were written in the margin of transcripts. As a whole, 
this step not only helped me to familiarise myself with the data, but also reduce the 
hermeneutic effects in the overall data analysis process.   

 
The third stage of analysis was the coding process. In the coding stage, data were segmented 
into meaning units and labeled with codes. Once the meaning units were labeled, a master list 
of codes was created. As mentioned in subsection 3.1.4 earlier, to mitigate the power 
imbalance in this study the process of collaborative coding had been applied. In this stage, I 
shared the master list of codes with research participants and get their feedback on the list. 
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The main aim of this process was to ensure that the list of codes identified with the issues that 
they had intended to highlight. During the collaborative coding process revelead some new 
codes had also been identified by the participants, and the master list was then updated based 
on the participants’ recommendation.  
 
As the data analysis process is iterative (Creswell, 2013; Flick, 2013), a subsequent 
exploratory analysis of the data was conducted with the guidance of the updated list of codes. 
The second exploratory analysis helped narrow down the list of codes as it identified any new 
or redundant codes. Similar codes were grouped together and less irrelevant codes were 
removed. Once the exploratory analysis was done, the codes (supported with quotes from the 
data) were then aggregated to form relevant themes (see Appendix M for an example of data 
coding strategy). Figure 16 below summarises the strategies employed to analyse interview 
and sharing circle data gathered in this study:   
 
 
Figure 16 
Strategies for Analysing Interview, Sharing Circle and Classroom Observation Data 

 

3.3.3  Strategies for Analysing Photovoice Data  
  
To analyse the photovoice data, on top of the photographs generated by participants, data 
gathered during the student sharing circle were also instrumental to the analysis process. As 
a whole, the inductive analysis process was divided into two main stages. The first stage 
occurred during the sharing circles with the participants themselves. In this stage, discussions 
during the sharing circles were generally guided by the SHOWED framework proposed by 
Wang (1999), which was explained earlier. During the sharing circles, participants took part 
in the analysis process by discussing some of their photographs they had generated. In 
addition, the sharing circles also served as a foundation for the overall data analysis for the 
remaining photographs that were not discussed during the sharing circles.   
  
After the sharing circles, this analysis process entered its second phase, which involved 
analyzing the visual data and transcripts of sharing circles. In this stage of analysis, content 
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analysis of the photos was conducted, and this process was generally guided by the following 
steps for analysing photovoice data recommended by Delgado (2016):  
  

• Coding of data  
• Relevance and facilitating ease of use  
• Identification of cross-cutting themes  
• Contextualising (telling the story)  
• Determination of social change effort  
  

Drawing on these recommended steps, features of the photograph were identified and a list 
of codes was generated based on the identified features. Some of the common features 
captured in the photographs were trees, rivers, waterfalls, family members, friends, books and 
other school supplies, household items and recreational activities. These features were later 
grouped to generate a list of codes. For example, features like trees, rivers and waterfalls were 
grouped together under the code of nature. Once the photographs were coded, a selection 
process was conducted to identify relevant codes that were in line with the research 
objectives. In this stage, the selection process was closely guided by the research questions 
delineated in the beginning of the study. In line with the objectives of this study, photographs 
that portray students' language practices were selected for further analysis. Amongst the 
relevant photographs, I then looked for any recurring codes, which helped to establish the 
cross cutting themes (see Appendix N for an example of photovoice data analysis strategy). 
The final step of the process, which was contextualizing the visual data, was crucial as it put 
the photographs within the context of OA language learning in relation to its sociocultural 
aspects. This step involved matching the photos with voices of participants (gathered through 
sharing circles). In this final step, the attention to aspects of social change effort, which is the 
foregrounding of OA voices is paramount. Figure 17 below summarizes the data analysis 
process for photovoice data:   
 

 
 
Figure 17 
Strategies for Analysing Photovoice Data 
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3.3.4 Trustworthiness of Research 
  
According to Kovach (2009), the credibility of research findings is generally evaluated 
according to the trustworthiness of the methodology used for accessing said information. 
Merriam and Tisdell (2015) mentions that “regardless of the type of research, validity and 
reliability can be promoted through careful attention to a study’s conceptualization and the 
ways in which the data are collected, analyzed, and interpreted, and the way in which the 
findings are presented” (p. 238). To approach these concerns, the author suggests a list of 
strategies including:  
  

• triangulation  
• member checks  
• adequate engagement  
• researcher’s position  
• peer examination  

  
Similarly, Creswell (2014) also proposes triangulation, member checking, prolonged 
engagement, bias clarification and peer debriefing among the eight validity strategies that 
researchers can implement in their research. From Indigenous research perspective, Kovach 
(2009) details several similar strategies that she used for validity and credibility. To promote 
validity and credibility in research, Kovach has included member checks, peer debriefing and 
the use of accessible language as important strategies. Through member checks, participants 
play an important role in reviewing and approving transcripts of interviews, stories or 
narratives that they have shared during data collection stage. In addition, she also highlights 
the efforts made to keep the language of her research as accessible as possible so that it is 
useful to members of the participating community. Above all, Kovach also highlights the 
importance of doing research in a good way, as advised by her Elders. Similarly, doing 
research in a good and respectful way was also central to the core intention of this research. 
  
Drawing on the above-mentioned strategies (Creswell, 2014; Kovach, 2009; Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2015), I implemented the following strategies to promote trustworthiness and rigor 
in this particular study:   
  
• triangulation  
• member checks  
• adequate engagement  
• researcher’s position  
• peer examination 

  
I chose to implement the above strategies because they resonate with the basic beliefs of this 
research. For example, through triangulation, I managed to approach the investigated issues 
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from multiple perspectives, in which voices of participants were constantly foregrounded. 
Apart from that, getting the participants involved in member checks was also vital and it 
reflects the Indigenous research values that this study attempted to upheld. To be more 
specific, by inviting participants to review and approve transcripts and images that were 
generated from the research process, this study has attempted to honour the knowledge that 
had been shared by the participants. This, in turn, also allowed this research to maintain its 
responsibility to show respect and allow Indigenous control over some parts of this research. 
In addition, as suggested by Kovach (2009) and Merriam & Tisdell (2015), as an attempt to 
address the issue of bias, I began this research by clearly stating my position in this research. 
As previously mentioned in section 1.6, as an OA individual doing research with and for OA 
communities, I acknowledge the apparent investment that I have in this research. However, 
the important roles played by my thesis supervisors helped to maintain an objective 
assessment of the overall research process. Through the constant supervision and mentoring 
that I received from my thesis supervisors, strategies to address biases were developed and 
employed throughout this study. Similarly, through multiple peer examinations with other 
postgraduate students, any problems related to general errors in the data and issues of bias 
were addressed accordingly.    
  
All in all, the implementation of the above-mentioned strategies helped to promote 
trustworthiness and rigor in this research. Apart from that, these strategies also provided more 
opportunities for this research to promote decolonization, healing, transformation and 
mobilization as the participants were accorded the respect that they deserve and the rights 
they have over the knowledge that was generated from this research.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: VOICES OF OA STUDENTS  

 

4.0 Introduction  
  
To achieve the objectives of this study, I began the data collection process by conducting a 
survey using a language use questionnaire (See Appendices E and F) with 194 OA students. 
Results from the survey provided useful data around language use trends amongst OA 
students and facilitated the selection of the sub-sample of students to participate in the 
subsequent qualitative strand of the inquiry. After completing the survey, I then began the 
qualitative strand of this mixed-methods study by conducting language attitude interviews 
with seven OA students. In this chapter, data collected through these two data collection 
activities are reported and analysed in detail.  
  
Primarily, this chapter serves as a baseline for understanding the roles of local languages (OA 
languages), the national language (Malay) and international language (English) in the lives 
of OA students and the attitudes that they hold towards these languages. In addition, in 
keeping with the transformative intentions and design of this study, this chapter also attempts 
to foreground as much the OA students’ voices as possible. For this purpose, some non-
English words that were used by the students are retained in the analysis to preserve the 
nuances of the participants’ voices and their emphases. In this case, when a non-English word 
is used in the discussion, its English translation is provided. When a term/concept is deemed 
important to the context of discussion, a brief explanation of the term/concept will follow the 
given translation. As a whole, this chapter specifically analyses:  
  
• The roles of OA languages, Malay and English in the lives of OA students;  
• The attitudes that the students attach to these languages  
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4.1 Language Use Survey 
In this study, a language use questionnaire was distributed to 200 Orang Asli students. Out 
of the 200 students that were approached in this phase, 194 completed the questionnaire (97% 
response rate).  The respondents included 74 primary school students and 120 secondary 
students between the ages of 8 and 16 years old. Out of 194 respondents, 89 were male while 
the other 105 were female. In general, results from the questionnaire provided a broad 
sociolinguistic profile of the research participants, which essentially became the baseline for 
the understanding of their language ecology. For this purpose, the discussion in this section 
presents results that reveal the following:  
 

• students’ self-reported language use in the family context;  
• students’ self-reported language use in the school context;  
• students’ self-reported language us in their communities; and  
• incidences of multilingualism in these contexts.  

  
Later in this chapter, these quantitative data are contextualized and augmented by data 
collected from the student interviews so that a deeper understanding of the OA language 
ecology and their English language learning can be obtained.   
  

4.1.1 Language use in the family context. 
  
In the language use questionnaire, respondents were asked to comment on the languages used 
in their family context involving interactions with parents, siblings and grandparents. Overall, 
the questionnaire results indicate that the students used more than one language in their family 
domain. Of all the three main languages, OA languages were dominantly used by the students 
and their family members. To be more specific, the vast majority of respondents (68%) stated 
that they exclusively used OA languages when interacting with their parents. Similar patterns 
of exclusive use of OA languages can also be seen in respondents’ interactions with their 
siblings and grandparents, where 68% of respondents used OA languages solely in these 
interactions. On top of that, it is also essential to note that in interactions with grandparents, 
a higher percentage (80%) of exclusive use of OA languages were reported in the survey. 
Table 8 below summarizes students’ language use in the family context:   
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Table 8  
Language Use in Family Context  

OA only  
68% 
132 students 

68% 
132 students 

80% 
155 students 

Malay only  
9% 
17 students 

10% 
19 students 

9% 
18 students 

OA & Malay  
16% 
31 students 

16 
31 students 

10% 
19 students 

(N=194) 

Table 8 shows that within the respondents’ family lives, their OA languages played the most 
prominent role with Malay and English playing minimal roles in respondents’ interactions 
with family members. While an exclusive use of OA languages was highly evident in this 
home context, less than a quarter of respondents reported that they used Malay alongside their 
OA language. To be more specific, only 16% of respondents reported that they used both 
languages when interacting with their parents, and another 16% reported a similar pattern of 
language use with their siblings. With their grandparents, respondents reported less 
multilingual practices in their communications, with only 10 % of respondents stating that 
they used at least two languages in this context. In addition, less than 10% of respondents 
exclusively used Malay with their parents, siblings and grandparents at home. Data collected 
from the interviews and photovoice projects (presented later in this thesis) reveal that the use 
of Malay was usually more common amongst students who came from mixed parentage 
backgrounds. In these households, Malay was reported to be the more dominant language at 

COMBINATION OF  
LANGUAGE(S) USED  

WITH  
PARENTS 

WITH  
SIBLINGS 

WITH  
GRANDPARENTS 

OA &English  
2 % 
4 students 

2% 
4 students 

1% 
2 students 

Malay & English  
1% 
2 students 

1% 
2 students 

0% 
0 student 

OA, Malay & English  
2% 
4 students 

2% 
4 students 

0% 
0 student 

Malay & Other  
2% 
4 students 

0% 
0 student 

0% 
0 student 

Malay, English & Other  0 % 
0 student 

1% 
2 students 

0% 
0 student 
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home. In addition, students reported that they had used their OA tongues and Malay when 
discussing homework with their family members or friends at home.   
  
In terms of the role of English, the questionnaire results reveal that the language played a 
very minimal role in respondents’ family lives, where exclusive use of English was non-
existent in this context. In fact, as seen in Table 8, less than 2% of respondents reported that 
they used English alongside their OA languages or Malay in any interactions with their 
parents, siblings and grandparents. In the student interview (presented in the subsequent 
section) respondents claimed that they had very limited opportunities to use English outside 
the school context particularly within their family lives.    
  
In summary, the data presented in Table 8 suggest that OA languages played the most 
dominant roles in students’ interactions with their family members, particularly in 
intergenerational interactions. The high incidences of exclusive use of OA languages in 
intergenerational interactions suggest that the older generations in these communities were 
comparatively less multilingual than the younger generations. This could be due to the fact 
that the younger OA were more likely to be exposed to other languages throughout their 
schooling experiences. In contrast, older members of the communities, particularly the 
grandparents, may not have the similar amount of linguistic exposure as almost all of them 
did not go through any formal schooling. In this regard, data gathered from student individual 
interviews (discussed in detail in the next section) would further support this claim as some 
interview respondents did in fact admit that their parents were notably less multilingual than 
they were. To further explore the influence of their formal schooling in shaping these 
students’ multilingualism practices, the analysis will now continue with the results that show 
their language use in the school context. 
  

4.1.2 Language use in OA school lives. 
  
Moving into the respondents’ school lives, in the questionnaire, students were also asked to 
report on the languages that they used with their teachers and friends at school. In this context, 
the survey results reveal contrasting patterns compared to the ones found in the family 
context. In general, Malay played the most dominant role in students’ interactions at school, 
and the use of English was also more common. In contrast, OA languages played a very 
minimal role in this domain. Table 9 below presents the students’ patterns of language use in 
the school context:  
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Table 9 
Language Use in School Context  

 (N=194) 
 
It can be seen here that more than half of the respondents (52%) used Malay and English to 
communicate with their teachers at school, while 43.3% used Malay exclusively. Although 
most respondents reported that they mixed Malay with English while interacting with their 
teachers, interview data also reveal that this mixing was usually limited to interactions with 
their English language teachers. This pattern suggests that in this context, Malay was more 
dominantly used in respondents’ interactions with their teachers. In contrast, the results also 
indicate very little use of OA languages in the school context. In fact, OA languages were 
almost non-existent in respondents’ interactions with their teachers at school, where a mere 
1.5 % of respondents reported using OA languages alone or mixing it with Malay in this 
context.  
  
The more prominent use of Malay as opposed to OA languages in this context may largely 
be due to the fact that the vast majority of teachers teaching in these schools were Malay and 
most did not speak any OA languages. Furthermore, Malay is also the medium of instruction 
in all participating schools. Despite being taught in Malay by Malay speaking teachers, it is 
interesting to note that a small percentage of respondents still used OA languages when 
interacting with their teachers. Closer scrutiny of the data reveals that this pattern, however, 
was only reported by younger respondents studying in rural areas. Based on my observation, 
the younger respondents in rural areas were not widely exposed to people outside their ethnic 
group. For these children, the only contact with outsiders was mostly with their Malay 
teachers at school. On the other hand, older students who went to mainstream schools were 
more likely to be more exposed to other languages like Malay and English, which in return 
shaped their language practices to become more multilingual.    
  

COMBINATI
ON OF 

LANGUAGE 
(S) USED 

WITH 
TEACHERS 

AT THE 
CANTEEN 

DISCUSSING 
HOMEWORK 
WITH PEERS/ 
CLASSMATES 

OA only 
2% 

4 students 
38% 

74 students 
17 % 

33 students 

BM only 
43% 

83 students 
26 % 

50 students 
35% 

68 students 

OA & Malay 
2% 

4 students 
30 % 

58 students 
23% 

45 students 

Malay & English 
52% 

101 students 
2% 

4 students 
18% 

35 students 

Other combinations 
1% 

2 students 
4% 

8 students 
7% 

13 students 
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Another interesting finding is related to students’ trends of language use with their friends at 
school. When asked what language(s) they used in this context, students reported two slightly 
different patterns. In interactions with friends at the school canteen, students use their OA 
languages more widely than other languages. As seen in Table 9, in such interactions, 38 % 
of respondents reported that they used their Indigenous languages exclusively, while another 
30% reported that they mixed the languages with Malay. However, the use of OA languages 
decreased in interactions related to their school work or homework. To be more specific, only 
17% of respondents reported that they used OA languages solely when discussing homework 
or school work with their friends at school. In this regard, the data show that Malay played a 
more prominent role, with 35% of respondents reporting an exclusive use of Malay in such 
interactions.   
  
These two contrasting trends suggest that students’ language choice in this context does not 
necessarily depend on their interlocutors alone. Instead, the nature of the subject matter also 
influences their language choice. In this context, Malay was a preferred choice when 
discussing their school work as it reflected the formality and the language specificity of the 
curriculum and their formal schooling experiences. On the other hand, interactions that took 
place at the school canteen were mostly more social in nature, which resulted in the higher 
use of their Indigenous languages.    
 
All in all, results from the questionnaire revealed higher incidences of multilingualism in 
students’ school lives. In this more multilingual sphere, Malay played the most prominent 
role in students’ interactions with their teachers and friends. In addition, English was used 
alongside Malay, but this was largely limited to interactions with their English teachers and 
when discussing their homework/schoolwork only. In contrast, the use of OA languages 
within the educational environment is much lower than the one results found in the home 
domain. In a nutshell, the results illustrate a more multilingual picture of OA students’ 
learning environment in schools, where students adopted Malay and English in many contexts 
in preference to their native OA tongues.   
  

4.1.3 Language use in communities. 

Making transactions.   

In addition to investigating the students’ language use in their family and school lives, the 
questionnaire also probed students’ patterns of language use in their communities. Here, 
students were asked to comment on the languages that they use when making transactions in 
shops or with street vendors. Overall, the questionnaire results reveal that in this context, 
Malay was the most dominant language, where it was exclusively used by more than half of 
the respondents. In some cases, respondents also reported that they mixed OA languages with 
Malay when doing such transactions. Table 10 below reports the overall results in percentage 
terms:   
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Table 10  
Language Use in Transactions 

 (N=194) 

Based on Table 10, it is clear that Malay played a significant role in this domain. OA 
languages, on the other hand, were not widely used by respondents when making transactions.  
In addition, the use of English in this context is almost non-existent. To be more specific, as 
seen in Table 10, only 4 % of respondents reported that they used OA languages exclusively 
to make purchases. The prominent use of Malay in this context may be linked to the fact that 
in almost all surveyed sites, shops were owned by the Malays. In one of the sites, although 
there is a grocery shop run by a local OA shopkeeper, another Malay shop, which is located 
closer to the settlement, is also popular among the villagers. Apart from that, it is also 
common to see Malay vendors selling grocery items on their motorbikes in these villages. 
During my visits, OA children and their mothers could be observed chatting in Malay with a 
Malay vendor whom they had known for years. A similar pattern of interaction also occurred 
between some OA mothers and another Malay shopkeeper in the village. While the 
transactions were conducted in Malay, the Malay shopkeeper also used some Temiar words 
when interacting with his Temiar customers.    
  
As a whole, the above pattern of language use generally reflects the sociolinguistic landscape 
of the participating OA communities who reside in rural and remote areas. As revealed in the 
analysis, respondents were more multilingual in their community lives as they made contact 
with outsiders, particularly the Malays.  
 
  

COMBINATION OF 
LANGUAGE(S) USED 

AT THE SHOP 

Malay only 
60% 

116 students 

OA & Malay 
27% 

52 students 

Malay & English 
5% 

10 students 

OA only 
4% 

8 students 

OA, Malay & English 
3% 

6 students 

English only 
1% 

2 students 
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4.1.4 Language use in information and technology domain. 
  
To further explore how OA students use languages in the wider communities, the 
questionnaire also included questions that investigate the use of different forms of 
information and communication technology amongst the students. During my scoping visits, 
it was observed that in most research sites, the use of mobile phones among secondary school 
students was common although most primary-aged children were not familiar with the 
technology. However, almost none of the OA students in this study owned a computer at 
home but most had used one at school before. Therefore, for this analysis, I only used data 
collected from secondary school students as most primary school students had reported that 
they did not use digital communication technology in their daily lives. In this regard, I 
specifically analysed the languages that students used when using mobile phones, browsing 
the internet and interacting on social media.   
  
In general, the questionnaire results revealed that Malay played a prominent role in 
respondents’ use of technology and media. In this context, Malay was either used 
independently or mixed with English. As seen in Table 11 below, 44% of respondents said 
that they used Malay exclusively when accessing the internet, while a quarter of respondents 
reported that they used Malay solely when interacting on social media. Although Malay was 
predominantly used in this context, the analysis also shows that the role of English was more 
noticeable compared to other previously discussed contexts. However, it should also be noted 
that in this instance, exclusive use of English was very low as students had the tendency to 
use both English and Malay. The use of OA languages, on the other hand, was extremely low 
except for the purpose of texting family members on mobile phones. For a general 
representation of the earlier discussed results, Table 11 presents data related to students’ 
language use when using communication technology.  
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Table 11  
Language Use in Communication Technology  
 

COMBINATION 
OF 

LANGUAGE(S) 
USED 

TEXTING 
FAMILY 

TEXTING 
OTHER 

FRIENDS 

SURFING 
THE 

INTERNET 

USING 
SOCIAL 
MEDIA 

OA only 
28% 

31 students 
1% 

1 student 

1% 
1 

student 

3% 
3 students 

Malay only 
29% 

32 students 
78% 

86 students 

44% 
49 

students 

25% 
28 students 

English 
only 

0% 
0 student 

0% 
0 student 

9% 
10 

students 

2% 
2 students 

OA & 
Malay 

31% 
34 students 

1% 
1 student 

1% 
1 

student 

7% 
8 students 

Malay & 
English 

3% 
3 students 

19% 
21 students 

42% 
46 

students 

24% 
26 students 

OA, Malay 
& English 

7% 
8 students 

0% 
0 student 

2% 
2 

students 

19% 
21 students 

Other 
2% 

2 student 
1% 

1 student 

1% 
1 

student 

20% 
22 students 

  (N = 110) 

4.1.5 Language use in leisure activities. 
  
Next, the language use questionnaire also investigated students’ language use when they 
engaged in leisure activities. For this purpose, respondents were asked to specify what 
language(s) they used when watching television, listening to music, singing and reading. 
Table 12 below show students’ language use in those leisure activities:   
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Table 12  
Language Use in Leisure Activities  

COMBINATION 
OF 

LANGUAGE(S) 
USED 

WATCHING 
TV 

SINGING READING 

OA only 
3% 

6 students 
4% 

8 students 
0% 

0 student 

Malay only 
46% 

89 students 
26% 

51 students 
39% 

76 students 

OA & Malay 
5% 

10 students 
7% 

13 students 
5% 

10 students 

Malay & English 
38% 

73 students 
28% 

54 students 
48% 

93 students 

OA, Malay & 
English 

2% 
4 students 

23% 
45 students 

8% 
15 students 

OA, Malay, 
English and 

other languages 

6% 
12 students 

12% 
23 students 

0% 
0 student 

 (N = 194) 

Table 12 above suggests that Malay played a significant role in respondents’ leisure activities. 
The highest incidences of exclusive use of Malay in these activities can be seen in watching 
television, where almost half of the respondents reported that they watched Malay television 
programs only. In addition, respondents also claimed that they largely sang either in Malay 
or in both Malay and English. Apart from Malay and English, 6% of students also reported 
the use of other additional languages such as Chinese, Japanese and Siamese in their leisure 
activities. Only 4% reported that they sang in OA languages only and 5% said they sang in 
their Indigenous tongues and Malay.  In addition, in terms of reading, majority of respondents 
claimed that they read Malay and English materials, while more than a quarter reported that 
they only read Malay reading materials in their leisure time. While the questionnaire results 
indicate that a small percentage of respondents read in OA languages alongside other 
languages, this is only limited to some Semai speakers who learned Semai at school.    
  
Overall, the above trends presented in Table 12 reveal several interesting patterns that are 
worth highlighting. First, the higher use of Malay, English and other foreign languages in 
students’ leisure activities was probably due to the fact that most reading materials, television 
programs and songs that the respondents were exposed to were in fact produced in these 
languages. In contrast, materials produced in OA languages were extremely rare or simply 
unavailable for most of these Indigenous languages. This may also explain why only Semai 
students claimed that they also read in their native tongue. In this case, these students were 
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supplied with some Semai reading materials for the purpose of their classroom learning. It 
should also be noted that as only Semai was taught in OA schools, reading materials in other 
OA languages were not available.   
  
Secondly, the patterns also underscore the roles of media and technology, which carries a 
strong presence of popular culture. In Malaysia, the only apparent presence of OA languages 
in media is through an OA radio channel called Asyikfm, which mainly promotes the use of 
Semai and Temiar in their programs. In contrast, through media and technology, OA students 
are more exposed to Malay and other international or foreign languages such as English, 
Chinese, Korean and Japanese, which are largely associated with popular culture. In other 
words, the huge influence of media and technology in introducing different languages in 
popular culture has also greatly shaped the students’ language use in their leisure activities.  
As we proceed with the analysis of qualitative data in the upcoming sections, more evidence 
that uncovered this phenomenon in the participating communities will further substantiate 
this argument, and a better understanding of the discussed patterns could be gained.  
  
As a whole, information gathered in the survey that was useful in two ways. First, in terms of 
the research process, the broad sociolinguistic profile of the research participants that derived 
from the analysis had helped in the process of locating the sample population for the 
qualitative phase of this research. Secondly, the data also provided a baseline for the 
understanding of the roles of the locallanguages (OA languages), the national language 
(Malay) and international language (English) in the lives of OA students. In this regard, 
Malay played a prominent role across all domains of their lives. While OA languages were 
widely used in OA students’ family lives, the use of Malay was also evident in activities 
related to entertainment and academic matters. Similarly, within their academic and 
community lives, Malay was also instrumental as a medium of instruction and language of 
wider communication. It is also worth noting that the use of English was also increasingly 
evident in OA students’ lives particularly with the influence of media and communication 
technology. This, in return, suggests that in contrast to what had been found in some earlier 
studies such as Adnan and Saad (2010), English was not a completely alien language in 
respondents’ lives.  In addition, the overall analysis also suggests that as students grew older, 
they became more multilingual as they got exposed to more languages through their schooling 
experiences and the use of communication technology.   
  
Applying an affordance lens, the above findings point help us understand the language 
ecology of OA students by giving us some preliminary insights into the types of affordances 
that each domain/environment might offer to OA students. In this study, students were found 
to be mixing the languages in almost all domains based on the linguistic affordances that they 
pick up in a specific language environment. Here, the assumed boundaries that separate the 
three main languages- OA language, Malay and English- into three distinct classifications 
Drawing on Aronin’s (2014) ideas of domains as language environments, we can consider 
each domain as a language environment that provides a number of affordances to be picked 
and realised by language users. These sets of affordances lead to the language users’ decisions 
to choose a particular language/languages over another or other languages in the environment.  
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Interactions in the school domains have seen respondents choosing different languages in 
different interactions. It was found that in the more formal interactions, particularly with the 
teachers, Malay was favoured. One of the possible reasons for this is the assumption that the 
Malay language would afford the respondents more effective communications with teachers 
who are mainly Malay speakers. In addition to that, the domain/environment itself might 
contain affordances that might have motivated the students to use Malay in a more formal 
interaction might also involve the teaching and learning materials, the classroom setting, 
curriculum and school rules, which were largely in Malay.  In contrast, when interacting with 
their schoolmates in a less formal setting (outside the classrooms), respondents claimed that 
they mainly used their Indigenous languages with those who spoke the same languages. This 
pattern reflects the earlier pattern found in the family domain, which again suggests that 
similar affordances realised in the family domain might also be picked up in the school 
domain as well.  
  
Similarly, in the communities, respondents showed different patterns of language use. When 
making transactions shops or with street vendors, Malay became the most dominant language. 
While OA languages and Malay play dominant roles in physical interactions in communities, 
virtual interactions mediated by communication technology have recorded a different pattern. 
In this domain, where technology became a key mediator between respondents and the wider 
communities (locally and globally), English became the most dominant language. Although 
the use of English is very scarce in other domains, the survey results show that in the virtual 
world, English offers more affordances to respondents. An inventory list of affordances for 
this particular domain might include elements such as students’ assumption, common 
knowledge, material cultures. As Aronin (2014) suggested, all these affordances work 
together in a set and realized by the respondents in an attempt to have a successful transaction 
with the shopkeepers or street vendors. 
  
While the quantitative findings had contributed to an initial understanding of the language 
use amongst the participating OA students,  they do not provide a rich description of the 
sociolinguistic ecology of OA students. Therefore, to explore their language ecology further, 
this thesis will now move into its qualitative phase, which will begin with the presentation of 
the student interview data. The following section reports interesting results of analysis that 
further illuminate our understanding on the interplay between OA languages, Malay as the 
national language and English as an extra-national/international language in the lives of OA 
students. 
 
 

4.2 Language Attitude Interview 
 
In the previous section, I have discussed the language use questionnaire results, which 
provided a baseline for the overall understanding of the investigated subject matters.  To 
further explore the language ecology of OA students, this section aims to present the 
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interview results that reflect OA students’ attitudes and beliefs about the three main languages 
that they use in their daily lives (OA languages, Malay and English). Data presented in this 
section were gathered through a series of individual interviews that were conducted with 
seven OA students. This section begins with a brief description of the respondents’ 
sociolinguistic profiles in general. The section proceeds with the interview results that reveal 
the students’ language practices and their attitudes on:  
  

• The degree of importance attached to each language  
• The social status that the languages reflect  
• The issues of language loss and language maintenance  

 

4.2.1 Respondents’ sociolinguistic profile. 
As mentioned earlier, seven OA students were interviewed in this study. These respondents 
were selected based on the multilingual practices reflected in the earlier-discussed language 
use questionnaires. In general, the respondents, whose ages ranged between 13 to 14 years 
old, came from the Seletar, Semai, Temuan and Jakun sub-ethnic groups.  Each respondent 
reported speaking at least three languages: a local OA language, Malay and English. Three 
of the respondents also speak another additional language besides the earlier-mentioned main 
languages. The following table summarizes the respondents’ background information.   
  
Table 13  
Interview Respondents’ Profiles  

RESPONDENT AGE GENDER SUB 
ETHIC 
GROUP 

LANGUAGES SPOKEN 

1 14 Male Seletar Seletar, Malay, English 

2 14 Female Jakun Jakun, Malay, English 

3 13 Female Semai Semai, Malay, English 

4 14 Male Semai Semai, Malay, 
English,Chinese 

5  14  Female  Temuan  Semai, Malay, English, 
Chinese 

6  13  Male  Jakun  Jakun, Malay, English 

7 13 Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay, English, 
Chinese 
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4.2.2 Valuing Existing Languages.  
  
During the interview sessions, respondents were asked about the importance of all the 
languages that they used in their daily lives. All respondents unanimously agreed that English 
was the most important language that they needed in their lives. In contrast, some respondents 
viewed their OA languages as the least important, while there were also others who regarded 
Malay as the least important language in their lives. In discussing the importance of these 
languages, it emerged that respondents rated the importance of a particular language based 
on several benchmarks.   
  
First, respondents rated the importance of a particular language by assessing its capacity as a 
valuable capital that could either lead to an upward social mobility or transnational mobility. 
Based on this, English was considered as the most important language in respondents’ present 
and future lives. Specifically, respondents viewed English as the most important language 
because they believed that competence in English would guarantee them better educational 
credentials, which eventually would lead to better-paying jobs in the future. The following 
extracts report some of the responses given by respondents when asked about the importance 
of English:  
  

Respondent 1: For work. If we pass the English subject, it’s easier to go abroad. 
If I go abroad, I can earn more, and I can help my mom and dad 
in the village.  

Respondent 3: It will probably take me abroad.   
Respondent 4: Because in the future, even when we go to MRSM (a public 

boarding school) now, they use English too. To learn. When we 
want to go overseas, we also need English. If we speak Malay, 
they won’t know (the language).  

Respondent 5: English is really important for education. If we can master 
English, it’s easy to get a job. 

  
Based on the above comments, it can be seen that almost all respondents viewed English as 
a form of linguistic capital that could bring about an upward social mobility, particularly 
through higher educational credentials and better career prospects. In this context, it is 
interesting to note that all respondents were motivated to pursue their tertiary education 
abroad, and therefore saw English as a powerful tool that could facilitate their global or 
transnational mobility in the future.  While all respondents had never been abroad, they 
admitted to personally know at least one OA individual who were either studying or working 
abroad. In the interviews, it was evident that these individuals inspired the respondents to 
have a similar imagined future. As a whole, the given responses indicate the students’ 
awareness of the importance of English for their present and future lives, and the perceived 
benefits of English were viewed from both global and local senses. To be more specific, from 
these OA students’ perspectives, the importance of English was mostly associated with the 
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symbolic capital that the respondents believed they may obtain when they achieved the 
desired competence in English.    
  
In contrast, Malay was viewed as a less important language compared to English. To 
respondents, Malay was less important because it lacked global communicative currency. 
Although most respondents believed that Malay was important for communicative purposes, 
they also believed that its usefulness was limited to the local context only. The following 
comments reveal respondents’ views on the importance of Malay in their lives:  
  

Respondent 1: Not that important, because it’s hard to go abroad. English is more widely 
used abroad because people understand it. Malay, not so much.  

Respondent 4: Malay is only used in Malaysia. Overseas, we won’t (use it).  
Respondent 5: If we work with the Malays, we can speak Malay. Or when teacher’s 

teaching, we can understand.  
Respondent 6: (If we don’t speak Malay) It’s hard to communicate with people in 

Malaysia.   
  
The above data reveal that even though Malay was acknowledged as a language of wider 
communication in Malaysia, all of the respondents believed that the language had no 
significant value outside the Malaysian context. In addition, it is also interesting to note that 
the value of Malay was typically expressed in comparison to English. In this regard, unlike 
English, Malay was perceived as lacking in its capacity to catalyze respondents’ transnational 
mobility in the future. This, in return, convinced them that Malay was less important than 
English. As the respondents believed that Malay was not as important as English, one 
respondent claimed that she did not mind losing Malay in the future. She believed that even 
without Malay, she could still use English to communicate in Malaysia. This is evident in her 
response when explaining the importance of Malay for her future. She said:  

 
 

Researcher : What about Malay? What if you lose it one day?  
Respondent 4 : Well, if that happens, let it be. I am willing to lose it. I am not willing 

to lose Semai. But if I lose Malay, I can still speak English when I come 
back to Malaysia, and people will still understand me.   

  
In the above response, it is clear that the respondent did not perceive the loss of Malay as a 
worrying concern. While the response reflects her readiness to shift from Malay to English, 
it is also a reflection of the strong attachment she had to her mother tongue, Semai. Such a 
strong attachment is in fact not unique to this respondent alone as other respondents also 
voiced similar sentiments during the interview. These views are further explored below as I 
discuss the importance of OA languages to the respondents.   
   
In regard to their OA languages, all interviewed students universally saw their OA languages 
as inconsequential in terms of schooling, national or international activity, but hugely 
important in terms of personal identity and family/community relationships. They also agreed 
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that their OA tongues had the least value in terms of their communicative currency both 
locally and globally. Respondent 1, for example, claimed that his Seletar “has nothing”. Most 
respondents related this constraint to the fact that their Indigenous languages were usually 
unique to their respective group only. In fact, they reported that interactions with their OA 
friends from different sub-ethnic groups were also conducted in Malay. It is also crucial to 
note that in educational settings and other formal domains, these Indigenous languages are 
almost non-existent as only Semai is formally taught as a subject at school. Through the 
interviews, it has been noted that this lack of recognition makes OA languages insignificant 
for the students’ academic lives. These views are evident in the following statements: 
  

Respondent 1: Yes, the OA languages are important. But they are not that important 
for our  education because it’s not part of the exams.  

Respondent 4: To speak to other Semai people; it’s easy if they don’t understand me. 
If we speak other languages, they won’t understand. 

  
In the above extracts, respondents seemed to be aware of the limited domains in which they 
could operate in their OA tongues. However, it is also crucial to note that despite this 
limitation, to all respondents, their OA languages were highly important. In fact, some 
respondents said that their OA languages were more important than Malay even though they 
knew that their Indigenous languages did not carry the same communicative currency. In this 
context, such perceived importance was mainly associated with the OA identity that these 
Indigenous languages embody. For example, Respondent 1, who in the beginning had said 
that his native tongue (Seletar) “has nothing”, highlighted this sentiment in one of his 
statements. When asked why Seletar was still important to him, he answered : Because it’s 
my people’s language. Our identity.     
  
The above comment suggests that although Respondent 1 thought that Seletar was not a 
valued capital in his academic life,  he still valued the language as a marker for his OA 
identity. In addition, Respondent 1’s strong attachment to his OA tongue was also evident in 
his response to the following question:   
 

 Researcher :Have you ever felt embarrassed or uncomfortable using Seletar in 
public?  

Respondent 1: No. Because we OA have ‘maruah’ (dignity). 
                                                                                  

In the above response, Respondent 1 viewed his openness to using Seletar in public as his 
way of honoring his OA identity. Similarly, Respondent 5 also thought that her Temuan 
tongue was important because it signified the vitality of her OA identity and heritage. This 
was expressed in her response to why Temuan was important:  
  

Yes, it is also important so that people won’t think OA have vanished.  
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In addition, Respondent 3 also linked his ability to speak Semai to his OA identity. In the 
following response, he raised the question whether he could still be considered as an OA if 
he lost his Semai language in the future:  
  

How can I call myself an OA, a Semai if I cannot speak Semai anymore? 
  
The above comments (by respondents 1, 5 and 3) resonate with the earlier-statements made 
by Respondent 4, who said she was not willing to lose her Semai.  As a whole, these 
statements highlight the strong attachment that the respondents had with their Indigenous 
languages, which they regarded as an identity marker. However, it is worth-mentioning that 
as revealed by the interview data, other than their present identities, the participating OA 
students also talked about their imagined identities (in the future) during the interview 
sessions. These views are unpacked in greater detail in the subsequent subsection.   
  
In addition, for the purpose of this study, it is also essential to note that respondents who 
speak Chinese also recognised the important role of Chinese in Malaysia’s modern economy 
and trade. Because of this, Chinese was regarded with a higher degree of importance as 
opposed to their Indigenous languages. One of the respondents viewed Chinese as the second 
most important language (after English) because of the economic capital that it entails. This 
was expressed in her opinion when asked about the importance of Chinese in her life: 
  

Nowadays, in commerce/business, it is mostly the Chinese who are more advanced, so if 
we know Chinese, we can work for/with them.   

  
Respondent 4 also expressed a similar view on the value of Chinese: 
  

It will be hard to get a job. Chinese is an additional language. Wherever we go, people 
will hire us because we speak Chinese. 

 
In this context, it is essential to note that the perceived benefits of Chinese (as expressed in 
the above comments) may be due to two factors. First, it may be due to the economic capital 
that the language could bring about. As highlighted in some previous studies,  competence in 
at least one Chinese variety is increasingly becoming a valued trait that would be an added 
value for the competitive job market in Malaysia (Lee & Mohammed, 2015). In other words, 
competence in Chinese has also become a powerful linguistic capital in Malaysia. Secondly, 
these views may have also been influenced by the relatively better relationships that the OA 
communities have with the Chinese communities throughout the history. Having shared a 
similar fate of being marginalized and systematically discriminated against by the ruling 
majority Malays, the OA exhibit relatively higher hostility towards the ‘Gobs’ (Malays) as 
compared to the Chinese (as mentioned in the Literature Review chapter earlier). In a nutshell, 
the positive attitudes that these respondents have towards the Chinese language may not be 
solely motivated by its value in facilitating respondents to accumulate economic capital in 
the future, but it may also be a reflection of the longstanding shared sentiments between the 
OA and Chinese communities.  
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4.2.3 Social status attached to each language. 
  
Apart from investigating how respondents positioned each language according to its degree 
of importance, the interviews also attempted to elicit information that could help shed light 
on the social status of these languages as perceived by the research participants. From the 
interviews, it was clear that to the interviewed students, the various languages discussed in 
their individual repertoires carried different degrees of social status and symbolic capital. In 
this context, English, as pointed out by Bloammaert (2012), was used emblematically and 
associated with the sophistication of the West.  For example, the interview data reveal the 
respondents’ tendency to associate English with success and sophistication.  For Respondent 
1, English had the highest value in life as it was viewed as a symbol of success. This belief is 
evident in his statement below: 
  

Respondent 1: English has the highest value because it’s a symbol of success. 
  
Based on the above extract, it is clear that to Respondent 1, English was seen as a symbol of 
success. Similar sentiments were also expressed by Respondents 4 and 6, who said people 
would be impressed if they used English:  
  

Respondent 4: When we see people speaking English… wow, so great… but if we can’t 
speak English fluently, we’ll feel annoyed.   

Respondent 6: .... many people don’t know how to speak English, so if we speak 
(English), they’ll be impressed. 

  
The beliefs projected in the above statements highlight how English was collectively viewed 
as a symbol of success that entails some level of exclusiveness in respondents’ sociolinguistic 
landscape. Apart from being seen as a symbol of success, data also revealed that most 
respondents associated English with a more fun, cool and sophisticated culture. Respondent 
1, for example, believed that in order for him to become a cool celebrity, he needed English 
to appear fun and cool. 
  

Researcher: So in your opinion, among all these three languages, which one is the most 
important to help you achieve your ambition? And why?  

Respondent 1:English. Artistes are gila-gila(cool). They like to use English. They’re like 
“Oh, how are you?” 

  
In addition, Respondent 1 also used English with his teachers at school whenever he felt like 
having fun and being playful:  
  

Researcher: What about with other teachers? Like your geography or history teachers?  
Respondent 1: If we’re being playful or teasing (others), we mix  Malay and English.   
Researcher: Why do you use English when being playful or teasing (others)?  
Respondent 1: It is fun! 
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In the above extract, Respondent 1 mentioned that he mixed Malay and English as a fun and 
playful way of interacting with teachers. This practice of mixing Malay and English reflects 
one of the features of Malaysian English (Manglish), which commonly appears in the 
linguistic ecology of Malaysia. In this regard, Respondent 5, shared some interesting insight. 
Reflecting a similar belief, Respondent 5 claimed that she used Manglish (Malaysian English) 
when interacting with her friends during English lessons because she feels good using 
Manglish in this context. The following extract reveals this attitude:  
  

Researcher: Oh, I see. Can you tell me more (about Manglish)?  
Respondent 5: Sometimes, during English lessons, when we want to chat, we have to use 

a little bit of Manglish.  
Researcher: So, how do you feel about using Manglish?  
Respondent 5: Excited. Because it feels good speaking like that.  
Researcher: Oh, I see. Can you tell me more about it? Why does it make you feel good?  
Respondent 5: I feel like an “orang luar” (foreigner/ outsider).  
Researcher: Oh why? Don’t you want to be a local?  
Respondent 5: It’s a way to visualize my “angan-angan” (dream/fantasy).   
Researcher: What do you mean by “orang luar” (foreigner/outsider) by the way?  
Respondent 5: People who live overseas. I dream to go there too.  

  
In the above extract, Respondent 5 described how the practice of using Manglish with her 
schoolmates could create a fun and exciting environment at school. The above comments by 
Respondents 1 and 5 also reveal how English was largely associated with respondents’ 
imagined identities as opposed to their present identities. For example, Respondent 5 thought 
English was fun because it let her visualize herself as a person living overseas. Similarly, 
other respondents also associated their imagined identities in the future with the use of 
English.   
  
In contrast, the interview data reveal that respondents held opposite attitudes towards Malay. 
Unlike in the case of English, respondents did not associate Malay with success or 
exclusiveness in life. Instead, Malay was associated with day-to-day transactions that lacked 
any of the symbolic connections to future success, high status and transnational. For example, 
Respondents 1, 4 regarded Malay as their least favourite language due to the following 
reasons: 
  

Respondent 1: … coz we use it daily. It’s boring.  
Respondent 4: … because here in this country, Malay is used widely. So if possible, (I) 

want to use a different language.  
  

In essence, the above responses highlight the respondents’ lukewarm attitudes towards 
Malay. To them, Malay was boring and it did not project the sense of exclusivity that they 
associated with English. In addition, Respondent 1 also compared Malay pronunciation with 
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English pronunciation, saying that English sounded nicer and more sophisticated compared 
to Malay:  
  

Researcher: Why is Malay the least valuable?   
Respondent 1: It’s because when we speak Malay, it’s not nice. English is nice. For 

example, if we say “I want that”. ‘Lidah dia’ (the tongue). The 
pronunciation.   

  
All in all, the above responses highlight the contrasting views and attitudes that respondents 
had towards English and Malay respectively. While English was obviously seen as a symbol 
of success and sophistication, Malay was seen as too common and purely functional.  In 
addition, it is also interesting to note that the interview data also reveal that no clear reference 
was made to the primacy status of Malay as the national language of Malaysia or as a unifying 
agent in the multicultural country. During the interview, two respondents mentioned the role 
of Malay as the bahasa kebangsaan (national language), but such a role was only seen as in 
the context of Malay as a language of wider communication in Malaysia.   
  
However, respondents seemed to demonstrate mixed attitudes towards their OA languages. 
Responses given during the interviews do not indicate that respondents viewed their 
Indigenous languages as a symbol of success or exclusiveness. However, as pointed earlier, 
most respondents regarded their respective OA languages as a strong and important identity 
marker. Other than as a strong identity marker, some respondents also view their Indigenous 
languages as a symbol of solidarity in their communities. For example, Respondent 7 said 
she would not want to lose her Temuan because that would make her feel isolated from her 
Temuan community. She said:  
  

For example, in the village, when we have kenduri (functions), we usually speak Temuan. 
So if we can’t speak Temuan, what will people say?  
  

In the above statement, Respondent 7 mentioned kenduri (social functions) as a scenario 
where she felt Temuan was mostly used. As the kenduri is usually an important aspect of OA 
life where relatives and villagers come together as a big family, Temuan was perceived as a 
tool for solidarity in this context. Therefore, without the language, she was concerned that 
she would be misjudged by the community. In another instance, Respondent 4 echoed this 
concern when she admitted that she would feel like an outcast if she could not communicate 
in Semai with her Semai people.  
  
Nonetheless, it is also interesting to note that although most respondents were proud of their 
Indigenous tongues, two respondents, however, admitted feeling uncomfortable using OA 
languages in public. In the following extract, Respondent 2 revealed the discomfort that she 
experienced when using Jakun in public: 
  

Researcher : Have you ever felt embarrassed or uncomfortable using Jakun in public?  
Respondent 2: Yes, I have.  
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Researcher: Why? Can you give me an example?  
Respondent 2: Because when we speak, for example, with friends in Jakun, people like 

the Malays will look at us, and I feel embarrassed.  
Researcher: And why do you feel embarrassed?  
Respondent 2:Because I feel embarrassed because people are looking, and I would 

wonder why people are looking. They might be wondering why the 
language sounds weird. 

  
Likewise, Respondent 7 also voiced similar concern in her response. When asked why she 
found it embarrassing to speak Temuan in public, she also said she was worried that people 
might find the language weird. In this context, it is essential to note that both Temuan and 
Jakun languages belong to the Austronesian language family (Benjamin, 2012). This means 
unlike other OA languages that belong to Aslian language family (e.g. Semai, Temiar), 
Temuan and Jakun share some similar linguistic properties with Malay. It is therefore 
interesting to see that despite the similarities, the above respondents still felt uncomfortable 
using their Indigenous languages in public. As admitted by these respondents, they felt self-
conscious using the languages as they thought the languages may sound weird to others and 
they would be looked at. This suggests that to these respondents, speaking Temuan or Jakun 
reflects the sense of otherness, which is frequently associated with the OA communities as a 
whole. Moreover, this discomfort that the respondents felt also reflects an effect of the 
stigmatization of OA languages as being peculiar and inferior. In other words, as revealed by 
the interview data, while most respondents viewed their OA languages as a symbol of identity 
marker and solidarity, in some cases, the stigmatization of these minority languages makes 
their speakers feel self-conscious and inferior.  
  
As a whole, the above findings suggest that when discussing the social status that English, 
Malay and OA languages reflect, respondents seem to view these languages in the form of a 
hierarchy. In this context, English reflects the highest social status symbolizing success and 
sophistication. In contrast, Malay is associated with a dull and mediocre standard of life as 
the language does not entail the same totemic meaning to respondents. On top of that, it is 
also essential to highlight the fact that most respondents seemed to face a more complex 
dilemma with their Indigenous languages. While the respondents’ voices suggested strong 
affection to their OA languages, some sense of internalised inferiority is also evident in 
certain cases as result of the wider stigmatization of OA languages and cultures. 
  
In terms of their attitudes towards the three main languages, data show that the audibility of 
the different languages that intersect in the students’ language ecology brought about different 
connotations. These students valued English highly as a language of status and success. 
Malay, on the other hand, did not share the same status in the eyes of these OA students. They 
regarded Malay as a language merely used for day-to-day interaction. Within this sphere, 
some students even voiced their readiness to shift from Malay to English as they largely 
viewed English as a prized linguistic capital for their future. Attitude towards their own 
Indigenous tongues, however, were more complex and contradicting at times. Comments 
from respondents indicate that the students believed that their OA languages had little 
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communicative currency outside the local communities and families. Moreover, they were 
also aware that their Indigenous languages were not seen as valued by Malaysian society (not 
the school language, etc.). This then has led to some level of shame and embarrassment in 
speaking the OA languages by some students. However, despite the little value attached to 
their OA languages, participating OA students still displayed strong emotional and identity-
related attachment to these languages. As a whole, voices captured in the student interviews 
reveal complex attitudes towards the languages that coexist in the language ecology and often 
contradictory statements that highlight deeper issues. This complexity will be explored in 
greater detail in Chapter Seven later.   
  

4.3 Chapter Conclusion 
 
This chapter has presented important data collected through a language use questionnaire and 
individual interviews conducted with the participating OA students. To recap, 194 OA 
school-aged children had responded to the questionnaire that aimed to investigate their 
multilingual practices with the home, school and community domains. Based on the 
questionnaire results, seven respondents were invited to take part in individual interviews that 
aimed to explore their attitudes towards the different languages that they used.  
  
As a whole, the survey results have been useful in helping to locate the sample population for 
the qualitative strand of this study while providing a baseline for the understanding of the 
complex relationships between OA languages, the national language (Malay) and 
international language (English) in the lives of OA students. Here the assumed boundaries 
that separate the three main languages- into three distinct classifications- home language, 
national language and international language have started to become blurry. In addition, 
several additional languages that coexist in the language ecology of OA students such as 
Chinese, Thai, Japanese and other foreign languages were also identified.  
  
The student interview data have also helped helped us identify the affordances of the 
languages in OA  language environments.  Some examples linguistic affordances that have 
been identified  are as follows: 

 
• language ideologies and language attitudes of students associated with the 

languages 
• status/role of the languages such as identity language, national language, 

international language lingua franca 
• technology-related opportunities such as media and popular culture 

 
In this regard, the data also, to some extent, explain the reasons behind the students’ language 
choice. The data suggest that the students decide to use a particular language based on the 
suitability of the language to a particular situation and the relation of that particular language 
to the interlocutors. They also suggest that respondents do consider the two conditions 
outlined by Aronin (2014) before picking up or realising the affordances in a particular 
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environment. Reflecting the two conditions outlined by Aronin (2014), the data suggest that 
the decision to use a particular language is made based on the suitability of the language to a 
particular situation and the relation of that particular language to the interlocutors. In other 
words, when these two mentioned conditions were met, OA students picked the set of 
affordances offered by a particular language, which made them the most useful in the specific 
environment. In Chapter Seven later, an extensive inventory of affordances associated with 
the three main languages will be presented and discussed in greater detail. 
 
In addition, another theme has also emerged in the analysis, which is students’ language 
ideology. While this theme will be dealt in greater detail in Chapter Seven (Discussion of 
Findings) later, it should be noted here that students’ comments regarding the role of identity 
in shaping their language attitudes and language practices reflect what Aronin and Singleton 
(2012) translate as the dynamic mutuality of identity and milieu. This mutuality, as mentioned 
by Aronin and Singleton (2012), is both a process and a result of a specific sociolinguistics 
situation that provides a set of affordances. Another important finding that also emerged from 
the interview sessions concerns  important issues in language ecology, which are language 
evolution, language environment and language endangerment (Hornberger, 2003) . While all 
these issues are not visible in the survey data, voices captured during the interviews have 
proven valuable for the understanding of not only the attitudes of OA students towards the 
major languages in their language environment, but also the way they interact with all these 
languages.  
 
All in all, the data presented in this chapter have highlighted the complexity of the language 
ecology of OA students, where it is difficult to assign clearly delineated roles to any particular 
languages as various elements come into play in this sociocultural ecology. In Chapter Seven 
later, these findings will be unpacked to provide a more holistic picture of the language 
ecology of OA students.  To further explore the complex landscape that has shaped the 
language practices and attitudes of OA students, this study had also ventured deeper into the 
participating communities by using a participatory method called “photovoice” and an 
Indigenous method called “sharing circle”. The upcoming chapter presents and discusses the 
photovoice and sharing circle data, which fundamentally represent the voices of OA 
communities.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: VOICES OF OA STUDENTS 
AND PARENTS 

  

5.0 Introduction  
  
In line with the transformative aim of this research, it is essential to highlight voices of the 
OA communities, particularly the parents. For this purpose, two data collection strategies 
(photovoice and sharing circle) were employed to gather data that would reflect the voices of 
OA students and parents. Although the data discussed in Chapter Four were also permeated 
by students’ voices, the inquiry process thus far was still largely determined on the 
researcher’s terms. Photovoice and the accompanying sharing circles, on the other hand, 
attempt to reverse that power relationship. As a whole, this chapter aims to present and 
analyse these data by looking into the following broad themes:  
  
• Language practices of OA students in their communities  
• OA parents’ beliefs towards their children’s language learning and schooling in 

general.   
 
In this chapter, detailed analyses of the data are presented in two major parts. Part One of this 
chapter presents the data collected through the photovoice project while data generated during 
sharing circles with OA parents are presented in Part Two . 

5.1 Part One : Photovoice 
 
The photovoice project conducted in this study aimed to investigate the roles of the local, 
national and international languages in the family, community and academic lives of school-
aged OA children. In keeping with the transformative aims of this study, the photovoice 
project was designed with its primary goal set to actively engage the OA communities in the 
inquiry process. Unlike other data collection methods employed in this study, this photovoice 
project allowed the participating OA communities to be fully in charge in generating and 
presenting the data from their own perspectives.  
  
For this purpose, 20 OA secondary students were recruited as junior researchers responsible 
for taking photographs that documented their daily lives. Participants for this project were 
randomly selected and participation was on a voluntary basis. Table 14 below summarizes 
the participants’ sociolinguistic profile: 
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Table 14 
Sociolinguistic Profiles of Photovoice Participants  

 
 
 
 
 
 

NO PARTICIPANT AGE GENDER GROUP LANGUAGE 

1  Wina  14  Female  Jakun  
Jakun, Malay, 
English, Chinese  

2  Zizi  13  Female  Temuan  
Temuan, Malay, 
English, Siamese  

3  Maya  13  Female  Temuan  
Temuan, Malay, 
English, Chinese  

4  Yen  14  Female  Semai  
Semai, Malay, 
English, Chinese  

5  Remm  14  Male  Jakun  
Jakun, Malay, 
English,  

6  Ibo  13  Male  Semai  
Semai, Malay, 
English, Iban  

7  Shah  14  Male  Seletar  
Seletar, Malay, 
English  

8  Jan  14  Male  Semelai  
Semelai, Malay, 
English  

9  Kew  14  Male  Semai  
Semai, Malay, 
English  

10  Hasina  13  Female  Temiar  
Temiar, Malay, 
English  

11  Riri  13  Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

12  Nina 13  Female  Temiar  
Temiar, Malay, 
English  

13  Erry  13  Male  Jakun  Jakun, Malay, English  

14  Mori  13  Male  Jakun  Jakun, Malay, English  
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Table 14 (Continued) 
Sociolinguistic Profiles of Photovoice Participants  
 

NO PARTICIPANT AGE GENDER GROUP LANGUAGE 

15 Joji 14  Male  Jakun  Jakun, Malay, English 

16 Dilara 15  Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay, English 

17 Asil 13  Male  Jakun  Jakun, Malay, English 

18 Perek 13  Male  Temiar  Temiar, Malay, English 

19 Dewi 14  Female  Semai  
Semai, Malay, English, 

Iban 

20 Hezry 14  Male  Temiar  Temiar, Malay, English 

 
In this project, participants were entrusted with the task of documenting activities or objects 
that reflected their language practices and language learning. Apart from collecting visual 
data, participants also contributed their views and insights during sharing circles conducted 
at the end of the project. For the sharing circles, participants were invited to share photos that 
they felt would best illustrate their language  practices and the activities that were most 
significant to them as OA adolescents.   
  
Upon completion, 1480 photographs had been generated by the students through this 
photovoice project. All photographs were studied, but for reporting purposes, only selected 
photographs are presented in this chapter. The photographs featured in this chapter consist of 
those selected by participants themselves (and discussed during sharing circles) and the ones 
I selected to further substantiate the discussion. The decision to prioritize participants’ 
selections and voices in this thesis was made to ensure the OA perspectives on the 
investigated subject matters were appropriately highlighted and contextualized. However, to 
add more insights into this discussion, some other photographs generated by participants were 
also included in this chapter. Overall, this photovoice project generated rich visual data that 
provided fascinating insights into different aspects of the OA students’ lives. Although the 
richness of the generated visual could have been approached from multiple perspectives, the 
analysis in this thesis was largely focused on the aspects of OA language practices, language 
learning as well as their educational experiences.   
  

5.1.1 Life Within the Communities 
In the analysis, it was found that most photos taken in this photovoice project depict the lives 
of OA students within their local communities. Through these photos, students’ relationships 



 

157 

with their immediate surroundings are translated through elements of material and 
nonmaterial cultures associated with OA ways of life. These elements reflect themes related 
to nature, adat (custom) and tradition, entertainment and recreation, and economic activity. 
Within the scope of this study, the analysis of data focused on the two most relevant themes 
which are adat (custom) and tradition as well as  entertainment and recreation. 
  

Adat (customs) and traditions. 

The first theme that is reflected in the photovoice data is the OA adat (customs) and traditions, 
which are integral to OA identities. Understanding adat and traditions is essential in this study 
because they are important social constructs that shape the students’ identities as a member 
of the respective community. The following images provide a general representation of how 
OA adat, traditions and lifestyles were captured in this photovoice project: 

 
Figure 18 
Tempok, a traditional Temiar headgear 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

158 

Figure 19  
Woman cooking using bamboos 

 
 

 
 

Through the captured photos and insights from sharing circles, one of the traditions that 
seemed prevalent in the students’ lives is the practice of gotong-royong (communal 
activities). The term gotong-royong is a Malay word that means communal activities, where 
people work in a group to complete a task. This practice of gotong-royong is common in 
Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia, including amongst the OA communities. In this project, 
almost all participants photographed their community members taking part in some form of 
gotong royong activities. In such photographs, community members can be seen working 
together to complete tasks such as cleaning their houses/villages, cooking and preparing for 
kenduri (communal celebrations) and doing house chores. Although these group activities 
may not happen daily, they are still a common practice for the community members especially 
when there are celebrations or visitors in the villages. The activities are usually conducted 
either in the communal space in the village or at the batin’s (village head) house. As a people 
who are traditionally egalitarian, OA regard the practice of sharing and working collectively 
as a group as an important act of solidarity. Below are some examples of the visual data 
capturing this tradition in three different sites:     
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Figure 21 
Temiar women working together 

 
 
 

During one of the sharing circles, a Jakun student , Wina, shared a photo of her family taking 
part in a gotong-royong. In the photo below (Figure 22), Wina’s family can be seen working 
together in a gotong-royong near a palm oil plantation.   
 

Figure 20  
Jakun women and children preparing for ‘kenduri’ 
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Figure 22 
Jakun family in a gotong-royong 
 

 
 

According to Wina, the gotong royong was a family tradition, and other participants said they 
also practiced the same tradition in their families and villages. Although Wina did not have 
an answer to why she felt that it was important to share this photograph, responses from other 
participants are elucidating. Shah, for example, said that this photo was important because it 
showed that they had close relationships with their families. To Ibo, the photo showed that 
OA communities cooperated with each other. Another participant, Remm, also agreed to this 
sentiment as he said, “ The picture shows that we do activities together ”.  
 
When asked to elaborate on the concept of kinship, participants used words that reflect 
communal values such as ‘cooperation’ and ‘togetherness’ to describe their OA families. 
Such responses suggest that participants perceived their respective community as a close-knit 
community who would cooperate and help each other. These values of strong kinship and 
togetherness can also be observed in other aspects of life such as well. In the context of this 
research, these values are worth investigating as they are also evident in OA learning styles 
at school. Photographs taken by participants in their school/hostel also show plentiful 
evidence of this communal value amongst OA students. In addition, data gathered from 
teacher interviews and classroom observations (discussed in detail in the next chapter) also 
highlight the same preference of learning in groups amongst OA students in the participating 
schools. In a nutshell, the earlier-mentioned gotong-royong tradition highlighted by Wina in 
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the sharing circle is an example of how the values of communal sharing, reciprocation and 
strong kinship are instilled in the young OA generations.  
  
Wina’s sharing about the gotong-royong tradition in her community also reveals important 
insights about OA language practices. Overall, data gathered through this photovoice project 
provide further evidence of multilingual practices in OA communities. To better illustrate the 
communities’ multilingual practices, I will draw readers’ attention to another gotong-royong 
photo taken by Wina and the comments made by participants during the sharing circle. The 
following photo (Figure 23) depicts a group of OA teenagers talking to each other: 
 
 
 

 
 
According to Wina, her family mostly used the Jakun language at family gatherings like the 
one captured in Figures 22 and 23 because they felt more comfortable using their native 
tongue. In addition, she admitted that Malay and Chinese were also used occasionally. Other 
participants also reported that they would mix languages in a similar situation. This suggests 
that at the family and community levels, multilingual practices are common and tolerable. 
However, participants claimed that they only felt comfortable replacing their OA tongues 
with Malay but not English. Those from mixed parentage backgrounds claimed that in their 
family activities, Malay was predominantly used because the non-OA parents might not be 
proficient in their OA language.   
  

Figure 23  
Jakun children talking to each other  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
“(We use Jakun) 
because we feel 
comfortable using 
the language.” 
“(Other than Jakun) 
We also speak Malay 
and Chinese” 

-Wina 
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In this study, exploring participants’ views on the practice of gotong-royong is helpful in two 
ways. First, they provided a real-life context of OA students’ language practices, where a 
better understanding of the roles of different languages can be obtained.  In particular, the 
sharing from our photovoice participants highlights evidence of multilingual practices within 
the communities. Secondly, the views also help to build a deeper understanding on how the 
values of communal sharing, kinship and reciprocation, which are usually nurtured through 
group activities, may shape the OA students’ identities in general. Highlighting how common 
the values of communal sharing, kinship and reciprocation in the OA communities helps to 
explain their behaviours outside their local communities, particularly at school. During the 
teacher interviews (discussed in the upcoming chapter), almost all teachers believed that OA 
students “felt stronger” when being in large groups. 
  

Entertainment and recreation.   
 
Another theme frequently highlighted by the participants in their photographs is 
entertainment and recreation in OA communities. In this context, the photovoice data 
uncovered students’ favourite recreational activities in their villages and school hostels. In 
general, it was found that in most participating communities, it was common to find 
community members of all ages socialising with each other particularly in the late afternoon. 
Team sports like football, futsal and takraw were amongst the popular pastimes for the young 
people in the communities. Adult female community members, on the other hand, liked to 
have social gatherings with their neighbours while supervising young children playing. There 
is, however, little presence of adult OA males in the photographs as most participants 
conducted their research during the day when the adult males were working outside their 
villages. Apart from the earlier-mentioned team activities, another favourite pastime 
identified in the data is watching television. As I proceed with the discussion, more about 
these recreational activities will be discussed in detail. For a general representation, the 
following photographs (Figures 24 to 28) depict some of the examples of recreational 
activities found in the data: 
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Figure 24 
Women and children socializing 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 25 
Temiar children watching television 
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Figure 26 
OA boy playing in the village 

 
 
 
Figure 27 
OA children playing in the village 
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Figure 28 
Temiar children playing football 

 

Closer scrutiny of the data highlights three important aspects of these students’ lives. First, 
the data uncover some qualities of the OA students that may not be evident in the formal 
school setting. While past research has suggested that OA students are often shy, reserved or 
introverted in school (Norwaliza & Ramlee, 2015), the visual data generated through this 
project show a different trend within their own communities. Recreational activities 
highlighted in the data draw our attention to the extrovert side of the respective OA 
communities. In other words, students’ inclination for team activities (as found in the data) 
portrays them as being more social and extroverted within their own communities and when 
engaged in collaborative activity. In line with the transformative aim of this study, this finding 
is worth highlighting as it is a different portrayal of the OA communities that is generated 
through the perspectives of OA students themselves.  
 
The visual data also provide another useful context for discussion on students’ language 
practices within their communities, which also uncovers some of the students’ beliefs about 
their OA languages, Malay and English. In this regard, the sharing circle data offer 
illuminating examples. During one of the sharing circles, a Temiar participant, Riri, shared a 
photo of teenagers playing futsal (see Figure 29) in the village. 
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Figure 29  
Temiar teenagers playing futsal 

 

 
  
Riri’s photograph sparked a discussion on the students’ language practices during their leisure 
time.  When asked what languages they felt most comfortable using while playing with 
friends in the village, Riri and other participants claimed that they predominantly used their 
native tongue, Temiar. They claimed that Temiar was used because of its communicative 
currency and familiarity within their communities. In addition, the students also admitted to 
freely mix Temiar and Malay in their interactions. When asked why they used Malay in this 
situation, one of the participants simply said, “No reason” and this response was echoed by 
other participants as well. This suggests that to these OA students, these multilingual practices 
often came naturally. In addition, the widely accepted use of Malay alongside their 
Indigenous language also indicates the prominence of Malay in the OA students’ language 
ecology.   
  
In contrast, students reported a different attitude towards English in this context. When asked 
what would be their reactions to the use of English during their leisure time, participants gave 
the following responses: 
  

Hezry: I’d say “Jangan berlagaklah!” (Stop showing off!)  
Dilara: That is true. The ‘berlagak’ (showing off) part.   
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Based on these responses, the use of English in the community was seen as an attempt to 
show off one’s ability. This suggests that to these children, English is associated with a higher 
status, which may also result in the speakers sounding conceited and pretentious. Such a 
sentiment resonates with the voices gathered in the student interviews (discussed earlier in 
Chapter Four). As previously reported, during the individual interviews, the participating OA 
students had associated English with high status and sophistication.   
  
Next, watching television was also photographed as another popular pastime in the 
participating communities. My own observations during the field trips also noted the same. 
During the observations, it was noted that not all OA families owned a television, but they 
often watched television at their batin’s (village headman’s) house. This finding gives 
important insights into the students’ language practices at home. Some of the photographs 
that were discussed during the sharing circles elucidate. For example, Riri, a Temiar student, 
took a photograph (Figure 30) of her television screen showing a scene from a popular English 
movie, Alvin and the Chipmunks. 
 
Figure 30   
Hollywood movie on television with Malay subtitles 
 

 
 

 
As depicted in the photograph (Figure 30), Malay subtitles can be clearly seen on the television 
screen. According to Riri, the Malay subtitles played an important role in allowing them to enjoy 
the movie as they relied on subtitles when watching movies in foreign languages. Although the 
students claimed that they would be proud if their native language was used in movies, they still 
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felt that it was better to use Malay and English in movies. This reflects the more dominant roles 
that Malay and English play in the popular culture as compared to students’ own Indigenous 
language. Figure 31 below depicts another instance where Malay is used as the subtitles in a 
Japanese television series: 
 

In some other photographs, English subtitles could also be seen in Malay television series or 
movies. Figure 32 shows an example of how English was used as subtitles in some cases:  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 31 
Japanese television series on television screen with Malay subtitles 
 

 



 

169 

Figure 32 
Malay television series with English subtitles  
 
 

 
 

 
When asked what their favourite movies were, the majority picked popular Hollywood 
movies such as The Avengers, Iron Man, Frozen and Transformers. Only one participant 
mentioned a Malay movie. When asked why she liked that particular Malay movie, the 
student gave the following response:  
  

“Because when they speak, they mix Malay and English.”  
  

Additionally, students also mentioned that they also liked to watch Korean television series. 
In one of the sharing circles, Dewi, a Semai student, claimed that she had even learned some 
Korean phrases from her favourite drama series. In this context, these students’ fascination 
for English movies and the use of English on television is worth exploring. It is interesting to 
find that the same group of students who previously said they would be labeled as “berlagak” 
(conceited) if they spoke English had so much admiration for Hollywood movies. More 
interestingly, such an admiration for English language movies was not exclusive to this group 
alone.  Similar attitudes were also observed in the second sharing circle. I will return to this 
point of discussion as I explore the presence of popular culture in students’ lives in section 
5.1.3. 
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In conclusion, the analysis discussed in this section provides useful insights into three 
important aspects of these students’ lives within their local communities. First, in terms of 
the students’ language practices, the above analysis has revealed instances of multilingual 
practices that show OA students naturally moving from one language to another in their 
interactions. The data also show how OA students nowadays are more exposed towards 
foreign languages and cultures through television. These students’ openness towards foreign 
languages and cultures is explored in greater detail as I discuss the presence of popular culture 
in the communities in the upcoming Section 5.1.3. Secondly, the data also provide evidence 
that indicates strong influence of communal values amongst OA students, which resonates 
with their preferred learning style at school. Understanding that communal values are integral 
in OA communities may help to explain why OA students work better in groups than 
individually. The data also help to uncover the extrovert side of these communities, which 
may not be apparent in formal school settings. This may help to improve teachers’ cultural 
competence and inspire them to strategically use group-based activities to leverage classroom 
learning for their OA students. It also challenges some of the teachers’ beliefs discussed in 
the upcoming chapter, where teachers claimed that OA students brought their “shy” village 
culture to school. With plenty of instances showing how sociable OA students could be within 
their local communities- where they were free from stigma and bullying- we are now being 
presented with one important question: Will OA students participate more if they feel more 
included in the classrooms? In the discussion chapter, this question is addressed in detail.   
 

5.1.2 Life Within the School Setting. 
 
Photographs taken by participants also highlight their schooling experiences. Before delving 
further into the school lives of OA students (as captured in the photographs), it is useful to 
note that eight of the participants in this photovoice project were the select-entry students 
who lived at a centre for excellence for OA students. The centre is a special government 
facility that houses about 100 OA secondary students (aged 13 to 17) who come from all over 
the country. These students, who come from different sub-ethnic groups, were selected by the 
Department of OA Development based on their good results in a public examination sat in 
the highest primary level. At this centre, students were provided with learning resources and 
financial aids by the government, and they go to two mainstream secondary schools near the 
centre. Photos that were taken at the centre where they lived provide us with an insider 
perspective of the school lives of this high achieving group of OrangAsli students. For the 
purpose of this study, highlighting their lives at the facility is justified by two rationales. First, 
in teacher interviews (discussed in the next chapter), teachers teaching this group of students 
described them in positive terms, which are in stark contrast with the way other groups of OA 
students elsewhere were being described either in this research or previous studies. Secondly, 
since this centre/facility is relatively new (opened in 2012), not much is known about the 
effectiveness of such a program for OA students. 
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As a whole, photos in this category reflect the following subthemes: 
• teaching and learning process 
• learning content/materials 
• daily lives of the select-entry group of OA students  

 

 Teaching and learning processes.  
 
The analysis found that many participants photographed the teaching and learning process 
that they experienced inside and outside the school setting. Photographs that reflect this aspect 
of students’ experiences typically share one thing in common- that students were mostly 
photographed to be learning in groups. While most of these photographs were taken in their 
schools or school hostels, some were also taken at home or in their villages.  The following 
photograph (Figure 33), for example, was taken in one of the villages. The photograph, shared 
by a Temiar student, Hasina, depicts three male students doing their homework. 
  
Figure 33  
Temiar children doing homework 
 

 
 
 

Guided by the above photograph (Figure 33), the sharing circle managed to give important 
insights into the students’ language practices within their home learning environment. Based 
on the data gathered in the sharing circle with Hasina, it was found that the children (in the 
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photograph) used Temiar and Malay for different purposes. While the materials themselves 
were in Malay, children in this photo used Temiar and Malay in their discussion. Answers for 
the tasks, however, were only written in Malay. According to Hasina and other participants, 
they normally used Temiar and Malay in group discussions. When asked what languages they 
used when doing their English homework, participants said they would still use Malay as they 
would not be able to understand the lesson if the discussion was conducted in English. In 
most cases, dictionaries would help them understand the materials.  
 
These accounts suggest that the practice of translanguaging to mediate understanding is 
common even within the students’ home learning environment.  In addition, there are also 
other similar photographs that capture OA students’ collaborative learning practices. The high 
frequency of photographs depicting students learning in groups in this photovoice project 
suggests that OA students are comfortable with reciprocal learning activities that allow them 
to share knowledge and help each other.  This preference resonates with the findings of some 
past studies and such a preference is also evident in the classroom observation data, which 
will be discussed in the next chapter.   
  
In another instance, a Semai student, Ibo, shared another photograph (Figure 34) that captures 
his English language teacher teaching in a classroom. 
 

 
 
Figure 34 reveals important insights about OA learning experiences and their imagined 
identities in the future. In this instance, Ibo said the teacher was helping students to learn 
English “for their future”. For Ibo, English language was an important and valuable capital 

Figure 34  
Teacher teaching an English lesson 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“(This photo is important 
because it shows)  the OA 
communities need 
education.”-Ibo 
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that would secure them a better future. This sentiment was not unique to Ibo alone as data 
gathered from other students through the earlier-discussed student interviews also reveal the 
same. In addition, the photograph also reveals the significant roles of teachers as perceived 
by these OA students. As Ibo said during the sharing circle, the reason why the photo meant 
so much to him was because the teacher was really trying to help the students with the lesson. 
This suggests that to Ibo, his teacher’s efforts in helping the students did not go unnoticed 
and they were in fact greatly appreciated. The same sentiment also appeared in individual 
student interviews, where many respondents claimed that they would feel more interested to 
learn when they felt that teachers were keen to help them. 
  
Similarly, data gathered from my conversation with Batin Angai (the head of one of the 
participating villages) and parent sharing circles also acknowledge the great impact that a 
teacher may have on his/her students, whether positively and negatively. For example, in a 
personal communication with Batin Angai, he relayed a story of a Malay teacher who used 
to teach OA children in the village: 
  

“He is a genuine teacher, very sincere. He was strict but very sincere. He helped 
everyone and everyone loved him. Even now, we still do.”  

  
The above comment suggests that even though the Malay teacher was not part of the 
community, his genuine efforts in helping the local children were highly regarded. Data 
collected during the parent sharing circle also reveal similar beliefs amongst parents. 
  

Learning content. 
 
The gathered visual data also highlight the learning content that the OA students were 
mastering in school. Photographs reflecting this aspect of their education mostly contain 
images of books or other learning materials in multiple languages such as Malay, English and 
Chinese. Some of these images show evidence of the bilingual education that the students 
experienced in school. The generated visual data (such as Figures 35 and 36) give some 
insights into the bilingual education that the students experienced in schools.   
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Figure 35  
Malay-English Bilingual Charts in Classrooms 
 

 
 
Figure 36 
Bilingual Textbooks 
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As illustrated in Figures 35 and 36, the presence of bilingual learning content is common in 
students’ learning materials, particularly in the Science subject. During classroom 
observations (discussed in detail in Chapter Six), it was also noted that in many of the 
observed classrooms, Malay-English bilingual charts were commonly used as teaching 
materials or classroom decorations.  Despite this, the photovoice data show some evidence 
suggesting that students seem to prefer to use Malay over English when completing their 
tasks. In this regard, following two photographs (Figures 37 and 38 ) are illuminating: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 37  
Malay-English bilingual Science textbook  
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Figure 38 
Malay-English bilingual exercise book  

 

 
 
Figures 37 and 38 above depict a topic that one of the participants learns in his Science lesson. 
Figure 37 depicts pages from the page from the student’s school text book that explains the 
experiment. In Figure 37, we can see that the lesson is presented in English and Malay. 
However, Figure 38 shows that the student chose to complete this task fully in Malay. This 
choice, in return, further reiterates the earlier discussed students’ preference for Malay over 
English when they were free to choose. Here, it is also important to note that during my 
classroom observations, some students claimed that their teachers would normally use Malay 
exclusively as the medium of instruction even though they were provided with bilingual 
materials. Such a preference for Malay suggests that both teachers and students were more 
familiar and confident using Malay in their teaching and learning processes. This, in return, 
reiterates the dominant roles of Malay in the students’ language ecology, particularly within 
their learning environments. In contrast, their OA languages and English were rarely used in 
this context.   
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Select Entry Students.  
 
Finally, the analysis also uncover important insights into the life of a small group of high 
achieving OA students who lived at a government facility dedicated to support the best OA 
students from across the country. For the purpose of this thesis, this high achieving group will 
be called the “select-entry students”. By adding photographs taken in this facility, this chapter 
provides some background information about this select group that may facilitate readers’ 
understanding of their school lives. In the next chapter, where data related to the school lives 
of OA students are presented, more about this select-entry group will be discussed. Below are 
some of the photographs depicting their lives at the facility they lived in: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 39 
Hostel facilities 
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Figure 40 
Male students in the hostel room 

 
 
Figure 41  
Female students in the hostel 
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Figure 42  
Select entry students in the study room 

 

 
 

Figure 43  
Select entry students on the school bus 

 

 
 
Based on the generated photographs and my personal observation during my stay with the 
students in the facility, it could be seen that the centre where this select-entry group lived was 
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comfortable and well-resourced. The centre, which is equipped with blocks of students’ 
hostels, a library, a computer laboratory, classrooms, a football field and a dining hall, also 
has a team of caretakers on site. In other words, the select-entry students were provided with 
various enabling affordances that were not always available in the average OA schools. The 
photographs also provide us with valuable insights into a more supportive environment for 
OA students, where they were allowed to flourish in a bully-free environment. This is in stark 
contrast with the frustrations and worries voiced by some OA parents (in this study) whose 
children stayed at the normal mainstream school hostels. In parent sharing circles, many 
parents voiced their frustrations and worries over incidences of school bullying. Data 
gathered through parent sharing circles are presented in greater detail later in this chapter.  
  
To sum up, the positivity reflected in the photos taken at this facility requires for these two 
crucial questions to be addressed; Is the positive and bully-free environment in this centre 
one of the factors contributing to the relatively high achievement of this group of students? 
Will other OA students attending the average mainstream schools and hostels perform better 
if they are provided with similar enabling affordances in an environment that does not 
stigmatize their Indigenous identities? Although a thorough investigation focusing into the 
lives of this high achieving group of students was beyond the scope of this study, this 
emerging trend of OA excellence is discussed in greater detail in the Chapter Seven 
(Discussion of Findings) later.  
  

5.1.3 Relationships with the World 
 
In the earlier two subsections, the analysis explored students’ relationships with their local 
communities and their lives within the academic setting. While the earlier-discussed data 
have uncovered some evidence showing OA communities retaining certain traditions and 
values, it is also hard to miss the traces of modernisation in the communities, which reflects 
their relationships with the outside world. This subsection will highlight the issue of 
modernisation by focusing on the presence of popular culture and the use of communication 
technology in OA communities. 
 

Popular culture.  
 
Results of analysis have uncovered evidence indicating a strong presence of popular culture 
in the photographs generated through this project. In this context, such an exposure towards 
popular culture is seen as an indicator of social modernization that the communities are 
experiencing. During the photovoice project, photos related to popular culture were 
frequently shared by participants in their sharing circles. In general, the presence of popular 
culture can be seen through photographs depicting students’ favorite singers/bands, favorite 
television series/ movies and popular fashion. Data show that the presence of popular culture 
is the most evident in students’ preferences for music. Apart from the visual data, voices 
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gathered during the sharing circles also provide valuable insights into this subject.  To explore 
this further, this photograph (Figure 44) shared by a Jakun student, Remm in one of the 
sharing circles is illuminating:  
 
Figure 44 
OA teenagers singing 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“(I’m sharing 
this photo) 
because it 
shows what 
we like and 
our talent- 
OA talent in 
music.” 
 

 
Figure 44  above captures a singalong session that took place at Ramm’s hostel. Based on the 
photovoice data and my own observations during the fieldwork, this was a common sight at 
the facility, particularly in the late afternoon when students were waiting for their dinner time. 
The significant presence of music in the life of OA students resonates with their own tradition, 
where music is an integral part. One common example of OA traditional music is the sewang 
ritual. There are many types of sewang including sewang berubat, sewang kebut and sewang 
bersuka ria and they are performed for different purposes such as healing or celebration. 
However, upon analysis, the photovoice data has revealed that the young OA participants had 
a less traditional taste to music. To be more specific, these young people were more attracted 
to the popular culture that had in fact become a global phenomenon.  
 
According to Remm, while this photo was taken, they were singing an Indonesian song called 
Goyang Dumang. When asked why he chose to share this photograph, Remm gave the 
following response indicating his passion for music:  
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“(I’m sharing this photo) because it shows what we like and our talent-OA talent 
in music.” 

  
Remm’s passion for music was mutually shared by other participants. Interestingly, when 
asked about the type of music they usually played or sang, Remm chose ‘dangdut’ as an 
example. Dangdut is a popular Indonesian folk music that mixes elements of Hindi, Malay 
and Arab music. Similarly, responses from other participants also reflect their eclectic and 
global taste for music. According to these students, they loved karaoke and sang songs in a 
variety of languages such as Indonesian, English, Japanese and Spanish. English songs were 
voted as the most popular songs amongst participants. According to one participant, Shah, he 
prefered to sing English songs because they were more interesting to him. Apart from that, 
participants also claimed that they would normally look for the lyrics of their favourite 
English songs and memorise the words. When asked why they would be so motivated to learn 
the lyrics, participants gave the following responses:  
  

“Because we want to sing.” 
“Because there are many new words.” 
“So that we can sing (the song) every day.” 
  

English songs appeared to be more appealing than the ones in other languages including their 
own native tongues. In this case, the songs were also seen as a good source of new English 
words. Interestingly, the second sharing group also echoed similar attitudes. In the second 
sharing session, a Temiar participant, Hezry, also claimed that he liked singing English songs 
and cited a British band called Westlife as his favourite band. He admitted that he didn’t 
understand the English songs fully, but would refer to a dictionary to understand the song 
lyrics.   
  
The preference for international music amongst the young OA has raised three important and 
interwoven points of interest for this study. First, it reiterates the pedagogical potential of 
songs and music to be used in students’ language learning, which has been discussed in some 
previous studies related to OA education and learning (Chupil & Joseph, 2003; Krishnasamy 
& Dzafira, 2019; Norwaliza et al., 2014;). Secondly, it highlights the impacts of globalisation 
and transcultural flow in shaping the students’ language use and their attitudes towards 
foreign languages. In this case, through their exposure to popular culture, students were more 
open to the idea of learning foreign languages.  Finally, it also raises the issue of 
cultural/heritage vitality amongst the young OA. Although some participants claimed that 
they still occasionally practiced sewang, the earlier-discussed data, on the other hand, suggest 
that these students are more familiar with contemporary music. This is in contrast with the 
desire voiced by the older generation, who want their OA heritage to be preserved.   
My conversation with Batin Angai illustrates this tension. During the conversation, Batin 
Angai raised his concern about the sewang tradition, which he felt was dying amongst the 
younger generations of OA. In regard to this tradition, Batin Angai said: 
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“Not many people left in our community can actually be Tok Halak anymore. The 
young ones are not interested in learning. Soon, when the older generations are 
gone, we will have no Tok Halak left.”   

  
In the above extract, Batin Agus expressed his concern about not having a Tok Halak in the 
future as the younger generations are no longer interested in performing sewang. Tok Halak 
is a traditional healer who usually leads the sewang rituals in OA communities.  A Tok Halak 
is a respected key figure who possesses a great deal of Indigenous knowledge. In line with 
the Indigenous research agenda adopted by this study, highlighting the dilemma that the OA 
communities are facing is crucial in order to underline the struggle faced by the OA in facing 
different forms of transformation. 
  
Apart from music, the analysis also reveal that students were exposed to popular culture 
through movies or television series. In this regard, most participants photographed objects or 
activities depicting their favorite movies or shows, which were primarily in foreign languages 
such as English, Chinese, Indonesian and Korean. For example, in the following example, a 
Seletar student, Shah, shared a photograph of a DVD for an Indonesian movie called CJR 
(Cowboy Junior) The Movie (Figure 45).      
  
  
Figure 45  
Indonesian Movie DVD 
 

 
 

 

 

“(I’m sharing this 
photo) because the 
storyline is 
interesting. They 
shot the movie in 
Australia. They went 
to Australia!”- Shah 
  
 

 
According to Shah, he decided to share this photo because the storyline was interesting. It 
was about a group of young people going to Australia to learn English. When asked why he 
liked the movie, Shah responded: 
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“ ..because they mix the languages.” 

  
During the discussion, Shah and other participants claimed that they could understand 
Indonesian quite well because it is similar to Malay. They also claimed classroom learning 
would be more exciting if movies were used as a teaching material. 
 
The next photograph (Figure 46) shared by another participant, Maya is also illuminating.  
 
Figure 46 
Chinese newspaper clipping 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I sometimes read 
Chinese 
newspapers, but I 
usually read Malay 
newspapers more 
because I can 
understand it 
better.” - Maya 

  
 

  
Maya claimed that this photograph (Figure 46) was selected because it featured news about 
one of her favorite Korean pop bands. During the sharing circle, the above photograph 
initiated a rich discussion related to two interesting points, which were participants’ views on 
popular culture and their language practices. In terms of her reading practices, Maya claimed 
although she could read Chinese newspapers, she predominantly read Malay newspapers 
because she could understand them better. As Maya had attended a Chinese primary school, 
Chinese became her third language. Similarly, other participants also reported that they 
mostly read Malay newspapers for the same reason. This, again, shows the dominant role of 
Malay in the daily lives of OA students. This is not surprising as Malay reading materials 
would have been more accessible to these students than materials produced in English or 
other languages. In addition, the photovice data also suggest that the participating OA 
students  read in multiple languages. Below is an example of such photos (Figure 47). In one 
of the sharing circles, participants claimed that they had begun to read more in English, and 
Harry Potter was mentioned as one of their favourite novels. 
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Figure 47 
Participants’ favourite novel - Harry Potter by JK Rowlings 

 

 
 

Use of communication technology. 
 
Apart from a strong presence of popular culture, another apparent theme identified in the 
analysis is the wide use of technology, particularly the communication technology. In this 
context, participants recorded either images of objects such as mobile phones and laptops or 
individuals using these tools for communication or entertainment purposes. The following 
photographs (Figures 48 and 49) provide a general representation of the presence of 
communication technology in the research sites: 
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Figure 48 
OA child using mobile phone 
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Figure 49 
OA teenager using mobile phone 

 
 

 
In terms of the roles of OA languages, Malay and English in this domain, the following 
photograph shared by a Temiar student, Nina, is insightful (Figure 50):   

 
Figure 50  
Temiar teenager talking on mobile phone 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
The first word I say when I 
answer a phone call is: 
 

Hello 
 
Ilok (Temiar for what) 
 
Assalamualaikum  
(Arabic for Peace be upon 
you) 
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During the sharing circle, the above image (Figure 50) initiated a discussion on language 
practices when using a mobile phone. In the discussion, participants claimed that their phones 
were set in Malay instead of English, and they mainly use Malay and Temiar when talking 
on the phone. As seen in the corresponding comments above, students reported that they used 
greetings in English, Temiar, Malay and Arabic when they answered a phone call. The use of 
the Arabic greeting “Assalamualaikum” reflects the influence of Islamic values in OA 
communities regardless of their religious beliefs. Their language choice for the conversation 
would depend on whom they were talking to.    
 
When it comes to text messages, participants claimed that a mixture of their OA languages, 
Malay and English is common. In this context Malay is predominantly used for its 
communicative currency. Figure 51 below shows an example of this practice:  

Figure 51 
Students’ text messages 
 
  

 
Translation 

 
  A: Just asking. Have you packed your 
things? 
 
  B: Not yet. Have you packed yours? 
  B: Are you going camping? 
 
  A: Of course. But the things are packed yet. 
 
  B: Okay. Call me later.  
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Figure 51 above shows a conversation between a Jakun student and a Temuan student. In the 
conversation, these two students exchanged text messages about their plans for school 
holidays. The dominant use of Malay observed in this image provides further evidence that 
supports the earlier-mention trend of language use amongst OA students. As previously 
mentioned, Malay plays a significant role in students’ social and academic lives. Similarly, 
Figure 51 above presents another example of how the use of Malay facilitates communication 
among OA students whose native languages may be different.     
  
Overall, the photovoice data presented in the first part of this chapter provide us with a more 
intimate view of the lives of OA students and their relationships with the local communities, 
schools and the world. To be more specific, the data reveal three important points that need 
to be further explored. First, they further highlight the fluid multilingual practices in the 
sociocultural ecology of OA students, which have also been reported in Chapter Four earlier. 
Secondly, the data also highlight the transformation process that the OA communities, 
particularly the young generations, are currently experiencing. In this regard, communication 
technology and popular culture were found to be instrumental in shaping OA students’ 
imagined identities and imagined future. Through the use of communication technology and 
popular culture, OA students have become more aware of the outside world- not only the 
mainstream society outside their local communities, but also the international communities 
that would otherwise remain beyond their imagination. Such an exposure puts young OA at 
an intersection between their tradition and modernisation and this could also be an important 
factor that shapes the way OA students view their imagined identities and imagined futures 
revealed in the previous chapter. 
  
Finally, the data also provide us with some insider perspectives of the home and school lives 
of OA students. The captured photographs also gave us useful insights into the types of 
affordances that are available in the OA students’ environments. For example, the 
nonmaterial and material cultures that have been captured in the photographs could serve as 
an important point of departure for us to identify the affordances that could strategically be 
utilised to enhance OA learning in general. All these three points of discussion will be further 
discussed in Chapter Seven (Discussion of Findings) later.  
  

5.2 Part Two: Parent Sharing Circles 
 
This second part of the chapter relays the voices of 18 OA parents who took part in this study. 
During the sharing circles, the parents shared their experiences and views related to their 
children’s education and language learning in two sharing circles. Table 15 below presents 
the sociolinguistic profiles of the participating OA parents:  
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Table 15  
Sociolinguistic Profiles of Parents 
 

NO PARTICIPANT GENDER  GROUP  LANGUAGES  

1 Ani Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

2 Zika Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

3 Irana Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

4 Molly Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay, English  

5 Asmah Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

6 Jen Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

7 Amek Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

8 Lis Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

9 Aya Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

10 Sonia Female  Temiar  Temiar, Malay  

11 Lili Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

12 Intan Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

13 Asmida Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

14 Hasrina Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

15 Jan Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

16 Mar Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

17 Shak Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

18 Rina Female  Temuan  Temuan, Malay  

 
As a whole, voices of these OA parents uncover interesting data around parents’ attitudes 
towards:  
  
• their own OA languages, Malay language and English language, and the importance 

of learning these languages  
• their children’s schooling experiences in general  
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5.2.1  Parents’ attitudes towards their OA languages, Malay and English. 
  
Analysis of the data gathered during parent sharing circles reveal that all parents had positive 
attitudes towards their own OA languages. Sharing similar sentiments that were voiced earlier 
by their children during student interviews, all participating parents viewed their native 
language as an important identity marker and symbol of solidarity. Such sentiments are 
obvious in these comments made by the participating parents:   
  

“Our Temuan language should be maintained because that’s our identity.” 
 
“We’re connected like a family through our language.” 
 
“It will be very sad if our kids do not speak Temiar anymore in the future. No matter how 
successful they are, they should not forget their identity.” 

  
Nonetheless,  similar to the case of OA students (as reported in Chapter Four earlier), these 
OA parents also constantly faced a dilemma whether they should use their OA languages in 
public. Stories shared during parent sharing circles suggest that using their Indigenous 
tongues in public might expose the parents or their children to some level of symbolic 
violence perpetuated by the mainstream communities particularly the Malays. In the 
following comments, Temuan mothers in the first sharing circle explained why there feared 
using OA languages or even ‘sounding OA’ when they spoke in public:  
  

“Sometimes, it is not wise to speak Temuan in public because people would stare at us 
and they would know that we’re the OA.” 
 
“This can actually cause problems. We want to avoid problems.” 
 
“If our children speak Malay fluently, people won’t know that we’re OA. If they could 
hear our OA accent, they’ll know that we’re OA and they’ll cheat us.” 

  
The above fear was not unique to the first group of parents alone. In the second sharing circle, 
the participating Temiar parents also shared similar stories. To overcome this symbolic 
violence, these parents reported that they sometimes chose to use Malay in public even when 
talking to their family members.   
  

“ Sometimes we also use Malay in public and our children speak English, broken 
English, because we don’t want people to look down on us.” 

  
Besides that, they also stressed the importance of speaking fluent Malay when interacting 
with non OA individuals. In this sense, it could be seen that these parents believed that fluency 
in their national language was essential because it was indeed a strategy to mitigate symbolic 
violence that they were facing.  
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While the Temuan parents strongly believed that they could minimise the risk of facing such 
symbolic violence by speaking Malay or not sounding OA, some Temiar mothers, on the 
other hand, believed that there was nothing much they could do about it. This is because they 
believed that their physical appearances alone would speak volume in this situation.   
  

“People don’t understand at times. They think we’re OA, we can easily be cheated. We 
try not to speak Temiar or sound Temiar but they know we are OA. Only by looking at 
us, they would know straight away. So there’s nothing we could do.” 

  
When asked about the importance of learning their Indigenous tongues at schools, most 
parents believed that there was no need for their children to formally learn their mother 
tongues. This was because they believed that the children had “naturally learned the language 
at home from birth”. Instead, they believed that their children should learn Malay and English 
more so that they could have more opportunities in the future. When asked if they feared 
losing their Indigenous languages, all parents were confident that their children would not 
lose the languages as parents would make sure that the languages would always be spoken at 
home alongside other languages such as Malay and English.   
  
In terms of their attitudes towards Malay as the national language, parents generally viewed 
Malay as an important language because of its communicative currency in Malaysia. None 
of the participating parents had issues with Malay being the national language and they did 
not view Malay as an instrument for oppression. In fact, they viewed Malay as a tool that 
would help OA communities fight symbolic violence and injustice. Because of this, all 
parents agreed that their children should learn Malay. Moreover, parents also believed that 
Malay was crucial for their children’s survival in school learning. When asked why they 
thought learning Malay is important, a Temuan mother shared the following view: 
  

“ They teach all subjects in Malay. If we don’t learn (Malay), we won’t 
understand what we learn at school. That will be a problem.” 

  
Another parent in the same sharing circle then echoed the view:  
  

“ When we don’t understand, we will lose our interest.” 
  
Parents in the second sharing circle also shared the same view. They also believed that it 
would be fundamental for their children to learn Malay at school. These responses show that 
the participating OA parents were aware of the importance of Malay as the medium of 
instructions in schools. The responses also suggest that OA parents had no resistance towards 
the teaching and learning of Malay in their children’s schools despite having experienced 
symbolic violence and discrimination within the Malay communities.  
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Apart from that, parents’ attitudes towards English language were also largely positive. From 
the perspectives of these OA parents, English was considered as a very important language 
due to many reasons. When asked why it was important for their children to learn English, 
parents from both sharing circles shared the following comments 
  

“It is important because it is for job opportunities, to further studies. If we 
learn English, life will be easy.” 
 
“Yes, if we know English, it’s easy to get a job. For example, at a hotel.” 
 
“If your SPM results are okay and you can speak English, you get better 
positions.” 

 
Several Temiar parents in the second sharing circle, however, argued that although English 
was important, it was more for employment opportunities in bigger cities. She said:  
  

“Here, it’s not like this. No customer speaks English. So if you want to work 
here, Malay is still more important. In big cities like Kuala Lumpur, yes you 
must speak English with your customers.” 
 
“True. We’re now mostly talking about jobs in Kuala Lumpur or Johor 
Bharu.” 
 
“It’s still important because that’s where our children go after school. What 
job can they do here?” 
 

Closer scrutiny of the above data raises some important points of discussion. First, they 
demonstrate parents’ awareness of the economic value that was attached to English.  Such an 
awareness resonate with the beliefs that the interviewed OA students held (as discussed in 
Chapter 4). Second, they also reflect the current trend that sees many young OA youths 
leaving their villages in the pursuit of better employment opportunities, which has been 
mentioned in various studies (Ramlee et al., 2010; Ramlee, 2013). While this is beyond the 
scope of this study, such a trend is worth exploring in future studies so that the issues of 
Indigenous identities retention can be better understood.   
  
Apart from the importance of English, parents also talked about the presence of English in 
their households. They reported that over the years, English had become a more familiar 
language within their households compared to how it was before. When asked what might 
have triggered the change, many parents attributed the change to the widespread use of 
communication technology, which also amplified the influence of popular culture within the 
communities. While they acknowledged very few children would have access to the internet, 
television was a more common feature in the households that received electricity supply. 
Mobile phones had also become more common in their households. The following are some 
of the comments shared by the participating parents: 
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“When our children watch television, they watch a mix of Malay and English 
programmes. They love watching cartoons in English.” 
 
“Yes, they also love singing. In Malay, and a little bit of English.” 

 
Some parents also claimed that they had observed their children speaking in what they called 
‘broken English.’ They reported that the children sometimes mixed English and Malay or OA 
language in their conversations. For example, the children were reportedly using “please” and 
“sorry” a lot. Among the examples of sentences or phrases shared by parents were “ Please 
tutup pintu” (Please shut the door) and “ Sorry, nak sleeping”(Sorry, I want to sleep).  
  
The above responses by parents corroborate the data that were uncovered through the earlier-
discussed photovoice project. As reported in Section Chapter Five earlier, it was found that 
many OA youths had been more exposed to English through communication media and 
popular culture. In other words, the role of technology and popular culture in shaping 
language ideologies within OA communities is a theme that should be further explored in 
order to have a better understanding of their language ecology. This is discussed in detail later 
in Chapter Seven.   
  
In terms of their children’s English language learning, the parents believed that their children 
were interested in learning and mastering English. 
  

“Our kids love to learn English but when they don’t understand they won’t like it.” 
 
“In kindergartens, teachers use both languages, we can understand.” 

 
One significant point made by many parents in both sharing circles was related to OA 
children’s love for music. In this regard, parents believed that learning would be more fun 
and effective if the children could learn through songs. The following comments made by 
parents highlight how songs had played a positive role in the children’s informal learning:   
  

“Yes, they don’t always understand (English lessons). It’s strange how they 
could sing English songs well, but when it comes to (English) learning, they 
don’t do well.”  
 
“They don’t understand the songs either, but they love singing. Maybe we should 
use more songs, then they’ll learn English better.” 
 
“Yes, true. Temuan children love singing. They don’t like to study, they love 
singing. Dangdut. Teachers told us there were kids who didn’t like studying, but 
love singing.” 
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“They put effort into learning English songs. They even use dictionaries when 
they don’t understand. 
  

The above comments corroborate the findings highlighted in the earlier-discussed photovoice 
project where the participating OA children also reported similar views. As reported in 
Chapter Five, during sharing circles for the photovoice project, OA students reported that 
they liked learning English through songs and would put extra effort to understand new words 
by  consulting dictionaries. 
 
In conclusion, the above analysis reveals two important findings that are worth exploring 
further. First, it reveals that the participating OA parents held positive attitudes towards all 
the three languages (OA languages, Malay and English) and they were also positive about 
their children’s language learning at schools. Second, the sharing circle has also initiated a 
discussion on the symbolic violence that the OA communities are facing and how the 
imbalanced societal power is reflected in the language use and language choice of these 
parents. These will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Seven. 
  
5.2.2 Parents’ attitudes towards their children’s schooling experiences.  
  
Other than uncovering parents’ attitudes towards their children’s language learning in 
schools, data gathered through sharing circles also revealed parents’ attitudes towards their 
children’s schooling experiences. In this regard, two major themes emerged from the sharing: 
1) bullying cases and 2) parent-teacher relationships.   
  
One of the issues that was constantly mentioned by research participants is bullying cases 
experienced by OA students in schools. In the sharing circles with OA parents, many of the 
stories shared by the participants reflect the grim experiences of OA children being bullied 
by mainstream students and in some cases by teachers as well. A Temuan mother, for 
instance, shared the following story about her daughter’s experience in a secondary school:  
  

“When my children were in primary school, they were quite okay. But as soon 
as they started mainstream school (for secondary level), my children started to 
have social issues with the outsiders. Some of the outsiders are okay, but some 
are naughty. They like to tease my children, they bully my children and they even 
ask for money.” 
 

Other mothers in the sharing circle also agreed that their children had also faced similar 
ordeals in school.   
  

“My son dropped out of school when he was in Form 2. Now he’s 16. I don’t know 
why, when I asked he just kept quiet. We suspect he was bullied. We’ve informed 
JAKOA (the OA Department), but when JAKOA investigated the school said there 
was no bullying.” 
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Temiar parents in the second sharing circle relayed a much more depressing picture of their 
children’s experiences:  

 
“In school hostels, the Malay kids bully our children. They say we’re poor, 

we’re not of the same level. Some kids do not share the bathrooms with our 
kids because they say we’re dirty.” 

 
Data gathered through teacher interviews corroborate the above stories shared by these 
parents. During the interviews, teachers also reported that OA students in mainstream schools 
(secondary schools) were being bullied by the mainstream students particularly the Malay 
students.  In the next chapter of this thesis where teacher interview data are presented and 
analysed, these stories are explored in greater detail.   
 
In terms of parent-teacher relationships, parents in the two sharing circles showed different 
attitudes. Temuan parents in the first sharing circle were more positive about their 
relationships with teachers at their children’s schools. 
  

“We get invited to school programs like parent-teacher meetings, “gotong 
royong” and others.” 
 
“Outside school hours, there are also teachers who invited us and our 
children to their houses. Some take our children home, especially those who 
are sitting for UPSR (highest primary examination).” 
  

They also noted that teachers at the local OA school generally understood and respected the 
local cultures. In this regard, parents shared stories of how teachers would generally 
understand why OA children did not attend school during the fruit seasons. The parents in 
fact praised the teachers for not punishing their children for this reason.   
  

“Teachers are concerned when our children do not attend school during the 
durian seasons but they also say they understand that this is seasonal and we have 
to gather and sell the durians.” 
 
“Yes, they accept even if the children come for only one day in a week. No 
punishment.” 
 

However, it is worth noting that  the close relationships discussed in the above comments 
were largely limited to teachers who were teaching at the primary school in the area. Parents 
claimed that they did not know the teachers in their children’s secondary schools but they 
believed that most teachers had good intentions for their children.   
  
In the second sharing circle, Temiar parents, however, shared a different attitude towards their 
relationships with teachers at the children’s schools. Most parents claimed that they did not 
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have a close relationship with their children’s teachers-both in primary and secondary levels.  
They felt that most teachers were not keen in building relationships with parents and the 
teachers had not come to meet the parents. The following responses were recorded in the 
second sharing circle: 
  

“Teachers used to come, in the 90s. Now we don’t see them anymore. We don’t 
know the teachers.” 
 
“Now teachers live in their quarters, they don’t come here (to the village/ 
settlement).” 

  
In addition, some parents in the second sharing circle also voiced their frustration over the 
attitudes of some teachers whom they felt were not sincere in educating the OA children. 
They claimed that some teachers were not ready to treat OA teachers the same way the 
mainstream students were being treated. Parents shared the following comments during the 
sharing circle:  
  

“Many teachers are not ready to teach our children. They feel that we’re not of 
the same level. They look down upon us.” 
 
“It’s common that our children have lice. We know that our children are not as 
clean or proper as the children outside, but they are very good children. Some 
teachers won’t go near our children. They say our children are stinky, the 
children have lice.” 
 
“There was one teacher who put on plastic bags as gloves when she had to shake 
students’ hands.” 
 
“If we go to school, the children are everywhere, when we ask why, they say the 
teacher is not there. This usually happens to the less achieving classes. Classes 
A and B are okay. C onwards are not.” 
  

The above comments convey the sad experiences that were faced by OA parents over the 
years, which had to some extent left negative impacts on their relationships with teachers. 
Despite the frustration and concerns voiced by these parents, some older participants recalled 
a teacher who they said was highly admired by the communities:   
  

“There was this teacher, Mr Ali. He was Malay but he was so kind and he spoke 
Temiar. He passed away many years ago but we still remember and love him.”  

  
When asked what they thought of an indication that the teachers were caring and interested 
in teaching OA children, one of the mothers responded:   
 

“Teachers who care and are interested will be able to speak Temiar in a year.”  
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“The best is for teachers to be able to speak Temiar. However, if the teacher speaks 
Asli (Temiar), but they are not affectionate and friendly, our kids won’t like it 
either.”  

  
All in all, stories shared by parents in the sharing circles revealed three important points of 
discussions. First, they reflect parents’ positive attitudes towards the different languages that 
their children speak and learn in their daily lives and the children’s language learning at 
school. In this regard, findings related to parents’ attitudes towards the languages also allow 
us to identify more linguistic affordances in OA students’ language environment. Second, the 
stories also uncover painful struggles of OA communities in facing discrimination, bullying, 
stigmatization and other forms of symbolic violence inflicted by the mainstream society. 
Some of these stories also depict the racial tension between the OA communities and the 
majority ethnic group Malay. Some comments highlight the different attitudes that parents 
had towards their children’s teachers. It is worth noting that the Temuan parents seemed to 
have more positive experiences to share while the Temiar parents had shared more depressing 
stories related to their relationship with teachers. Finally, the sharing circles also foreground 
the more positive attitudes of parents towards their children’s schooling. In most cases, these 
stories reflect aspirations that were similar to the ones shared by the OA children interviewed 
in this study. Taking these parents’ stories into account, it is clear that in contrast to what 
many people including some teachers of OA students believe (teacher beliefs are reported in 
detail in the upcoming chapter), there has been a positive shift in attitude towards education 
amongst OA parents and communities in general. By raising all these important points, more 
dialogues should be directed to the efforts of bridging the gap between parents’ and 
communities’ aspirations and expectations and the formal schooling system. A more detailed 
discussion on this will be presented in Chapter Seven (Discussion of Findings) later. 
 

5.3  Chapter Conclusion 
 
As a whole, data gathered in the photovoice project and sharing circles involving OA students 
and parents have revealed rich information that provides this study with valuable insights into 
the lives of OA students and their communities . To recap, 20 OA  secondary school students 
had taken part in the photovoice project and generated 1480 photographs that had been proven 
useful to this investigation. In addition to that, 18 OA parents had also shared insightful stories 
in the sharing circles. The visual data and the stories shared by OA students and parents are 
useful in two ways. First they extend our understanding of the OA students’ language 
practices. Second, they also provide us with an insider perspective of what the OA 
communities’ everyday lives and struggles would be like. To clearly demonstrate how these 
findings have extended our understanding of these issues, it is essential to revisit the 
assumptions made based on the results of data analysis presented in the earlier chapter 
(Chapter Four). In the previous chapter, the following conclusions have been made based on 
the survey and interview results:  
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1. The assumed boundaries that separate the three main languages- into three distinct 

classifications- home language, national language and international language have 
started to become blurry. 

2. The decision to use a particular language is made based on the suitability of the 
language to a particular situation and the relation of that particular language to the 
interlocutors.  

3. Individual linguistic affordances and social linguistic affordance (Aronin & Singleton, 
2014) play some roles in OA language choice.  

  
In this chapter, data clearly show that in terms of language choice and language use, OA 
students and their parents do consider the suitability of a particular language to the particular 
situation and interlocutors involved before making their choice. In fact the ability to choose 
the right language for the right situation and interlocutors is seen as an important strategy to 
navigate the effects of imbalanced power dynamics in the society. In addition, findings that 
emerged from the photovoice project and sharing circles also further confirmed the 
assumption that individual linguistic affordances and social linguistic affordance (Aronin & 
Singleton, 2014) play some roles in OA language choice. In this regard, the rich data have 
enabled us to identify more enabling and constraining linguistic affordances that are available 
in the language ecology of OA students. Some of the enabling affordances that have been 
identified in this chapter include students and parents’ positive attitudes towards the 
languages, the available learning materials/resources to support Malay and English language 
learning and the technology-related opportunities through the use of communication 
technology, media and popular culture. In addition, negative affordances such as symbolic 
violence and stigmatisation of OA language and cultures have also been identified in this 
chapter. 
 
Finally, it is also evident in this chapter that for these participating OA students and their 
communities, the interplay between  OA languages, Malay and English in their language 
environments is even more complex that what we have presumed in the beginning of this 
study. In fact, the findings demonstrate that the roles of these languages transcend their 
presumed sub-national/home, national and international status. As these languages afford 
different affordances  that are at times overlapping, the choices and decisions that the 
communities make in regards to their language practices are shaped by many other 
sociocultural factors or stories that ultimately bring the struggles of this Indigenous group 
into the centre of our discussion. These findings will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 
Seven. The next chapter (Chapter Six) will take us to the equally important environment for 
the OA students- their school lives, where both their schooling experiences and the teachers’ 
beliefs are central to the inquiry process.  
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CHAPTER SIX: THE SCHOOL LIVES OF OA 
STUDENTS 

 

 6.0 Introduction 
In the previous two chapters, this thesis explores the personal and home lives of the 
participating OA students. Throughout the chapters, voices of OA students, their parents and 
the local communities are foregrounded to build an understanding of the roles that OA 
languages, Malay and English play in their language ecology. In addition, students’ attitudes 
towards these three languages were also explored earlier. This chapter extends the exploration 
of OA students’ language practices and language learning by reporting on data gathered from 
teacher interviews and classroom observations. In essence, data collection within the school 
settings aimed to:   

 
1. build an understanding of teachers’ beliefs about OA students, their cultures and 

languages.  
2. analyse how the linguistic and cultural knowledge of OA students were being 

incorporated in their language learning. 

6.1 Teacher Interview  
In order to investigate the beliefs held by teachers of  OA students, 13 teachers at five different 
OA schools were interviewed. For this purpose, the respondents were interviewed in person 
using an interview protocol containing 18 open-ended semi structured questions (See 
Appendix H). The interviews were conducted in Malay, audio-recorded and translated into 
English for reporting in this thesis.  The interview data provide useful insights into teachers’ 
beliefs related to their OA students and the teaching and learning processes they employ when 
working with OA students. The analysis reveal rich information that reflects teachers’ beliefs 
about their OA students in regards to:  

 
• the students’ general attributes 
• the students’ learning abilities and educational attainment 
• the students’ teaching and learning processes   
• cultural diversity in their language classrooms 
• teachers’ cultural competence  
• the value of OA cultural and linguistic knowledge in formal learning 

 
The insights gathered in relation to these areas form the structure for the next section of this 
chapter.  
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Demographic Information. 
Selection of the 13 interview respondents was conducted through purposive sampling 
technique involving teachers who taught language subjects (Malay, English and Semai) at 
OA schools. Table 16 below summarizes the interviewed teachers’ demographic information: 
 
Table 16  
Teachers’ Demographic Information 
 

  
TEACHER 
  

ETHNIC 
GROUP  

YEARS 
OF 

TEACHI
NG 

YEARS 
TEACHI
NG OA 
STUDE

NTS 

PREVIOUS 
EXPERIENCE 
WITH 
INDIGENOUS 
STUDENTS/ 
MULTICULTU-
RAL 
EDUCATION  

LEVEL  SUBJECT  

1  Nana  Malay   23  9  Yes  Secondary  Malay  

2  Imran  Malay   28  2  Yes  Secondary  English  

3  Aril  Malay   4 4  No  Secondary  English  

4  Azza  Malay   4  4 months  Yes  Secondary  English  

5  Juwita  Malay   8  4 months  Yes  Secondary  English  

6  Onira  
Orang 
Asli  

3  3  No  Secondary  Malay  

7  Aisya  Malay   1.5  1.5  No  Primary  English  

8  Saiful  Malay   3  3  No  Primary  Malay  

9  Fatin  Malay   2  2  No  Primary  English  

10  Abas  Malay   16  9  Yes  Primary  Malay  

11  Ishak  
Orang 
Asli   

30  30 Yes  Primary  Semai  

12  Rizal  Malay   8  8  Yes  Primary  English  

13  Malik  Malay   10   10 Yes  Primary  Malay  

 
6.1.1 Beliefs about OA students in general. 

During the interviews, the teachers were asked to describe their OA students in terms of their 
socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds as well as their qualities as students in general. 
Teachers stated that most of their OA students lived in poverty, with some largely confined 
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to their local surroundings and had little or no exposure to the outside world. Such comments 
from the interviewed teachers correspond with the present state of OA communities as 
highlighted in the current literature (Abdul Razaq et al., 2014; Adnan & Saad, 2010; Wong 
& Abdillah, 2018).  Closer scrutiny of these comments also reveal several important findings 
that reflect the teachers’ beliefs about their OA students in general.  
  
First, the analysis reveal that most teachers believed that their OA students were introverted, 
sensitive and lacked self-confidence. In this regard, all teachers agreed that these student 
qualities were evident within the school environment. Some teachers believed these qualities 
are a reflection of the students’ Indigenous culture, which they felt was inherently introverted 
in nature. In the following extract, Abas, for example, saw the students’ shyness as 
unavoidable and closely linked to their OA culture. He said, “In terms of their school culture, 
it is their ‘”budaya kampung” (village culture), their own culture. So they are shy, this is 
unavoidable. In Semai, it is called “sagat”, which means shy”.  
  
Other teachers like Imran, Aril and Malik claimed that students’ introversion was caused by 
their lack of exposure to the outside (mainstream) world. The teachers believed that exposure 
to the mainstream world was important for students’ academic success. Such a belief is 
evident in Imran’s story about his encounter with one of the OA communities in the state of 
Kelantan. In his recount, Imran said:  
  

“When I got there (at the village), I saw a beautiful place, attractive surroundings, 
clean water, but I noticed that the communities there were mostly introverted; they 
rarely mingled with other people… they just gathered and mingled in their own 
community…so when their children come to school here, they bring the closed-
minded culture here. They only want to be in their groups. That makes it hard for 
teachers to deliver (the teaching).”    
  

The above extract details Imran’s observation on the physical and social environments of the 
OA village that he visited.  In his comment, he suggested that because of the lack of 
interaction with outsiders, OA students preferred to mingle only with their own kind. The 
students’ introverted culture, according to him, hindered teachers from teaching effectively. 
This sentiment is not unique to Imran alone as several other teachers also communicated 
similar views during the interviews. Echoing Imran’s belief, Nana, for instance, also believed 
that her OA students preferred to be in their own group. In her opinion, this preference could 
be due to the students’ sense of inferiority to their Malay counterparts. According to Nana, 
her OA students believed that being in a collective unit would help them to survive school 
better. In this regard, she said:  
  

When they’re in a small group and there are many Malays, sometimes the Malays 
like to ‘ejek’ (tease/mock), so they (the OA students) feel inferior. This has caused 
some to go back to their village and never return. But now there are many of them. 
Even though they’re teased and mocked, they’re strong.  
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In her comment above, Nana explained that by being with their own kind, OA students would 
feel safer and stronger. Such a belief was so profound in Nana’s schools that the school 
administrators decided to establish an all OA class for OA students in Form Five (highest 
secondary level). According to the teacher, this decision was necessary to let these Indigenous 
students feel more comfortable in their classroom.  
  
Secondly, the analysis also reveal a contrasting set of beliefs among teachers who taught the 
select-entry students from a government funded center for excellence. Unlike the rest of the 
interviewed teachers, teachers who taught the select-entry students described their OA 
students more positively. In contrast to the shy and inferior qualities discussed earlier, 
teachers at this school described their OA students as well-motivated, promising and 
excellent. One of the teachers even described her select-entry students as being ‘awesome’. 
These teachers also believed that the select-entry OA students were in fact more confident 
than their non OA counterparts. As the teachers had also taught the non-selected group of OA 
students in their previous schools, they were able to draw a comparison between these two 
groups. In this regard, the teachers unanimously agreed that there were some noticeable 
differences that set these two groups apart. The following comment by Juwita explained the 
differences in detail:  
  

“Compared to my (OA) students in the previous school, OA students (the select-entry 
group) here are awesome. In the previous school, they were not outstanding. In the 
class, they sat at the back, they were quiet. They didn’t take part in any activities. They 
were just quiet because they were the minority. But here, I was surprised when I first 
came here. They are very active, they participate, they share ideas… I didn’t know that 
OA were actually this open.”  

  
Another teacher, Azza , supported Juwita’s comment as she also claimed that there was a 
huge difference between the select-entry students she was teaching at the school and the non-
selected ones in her previous school. Figure 52 below compares Azza’s comments about her 
select entry students and non-selected group: 
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Figure 52 
Teacher’s Comparison between Select Entry and Non-Select Entry Students 

 
 
  
In the above comments (Figure 52), like Juwita, Azza also held different  beliefs about these 
two groups of OA students. As we proceed with the discussion of these teacher perspectives, 
we will be able to see that the different sets of beliefs were not unique to this aspect of analysis 
only. In the context of this study, highlighting the differences between the select-entry group 
and the non-select group of OA students is crucial as it casts light on this emerging group of 
OA students whose levels of educational attainment were comparatively higher than other 
OA groups of students and the mainstream students in their school. While exclusively 
investigating this selected group was beyond the scope of this study, more about this select-
entry group will be discussed in the upcoming chapter.        
  
In addition, the analysis also reveals that despite the students’ shyness at school, all 
interviewed teachers believed that there had been a positive shift in attitude towards education 
amongst the OA communities involved. During the interviews, teachers agreed that OA 
students and their families had begun to show increased interest in learning. To support this 
belief, teachers compared their current circumstances with their initial experience teaching 
OA children, where they claimed awareness of the value of school education in OA 
communities was scarce. Nana, for example, claimed that when she first started teaching OA 
students in 2008, students’ retention rates were much lower. Since then, students’ retention 
rates have increased over the years. Nana also relayed a conversation that she once had with 
one of her OA students, which she believed was a reflection of the positive shift in attitude 
among her OA students. During the interview, she recalled one of her students asking the 
following questions:  
  

 

 

 

 

 
SELECT GROUP 
 
“...when I enter the 
form two classes, the  
students are very good. 
In class, they 
participate, they 
understand our 
instructions...” 
 
 

NON SELECT 
GROUP 
 
“There's a huge 
difference. I think in the 
classroom, they didn't 
understand anything I 
said. Even when I spoke 
Malay, they still didn't 
understand.” 
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“Teacher, I am really interested in baking and bakery. How can I pursue this? I 
want to be like the others, I want to be successful.”  

  
To Nana, the above conversation reflected this student’s imagined future, which she hoped 
would be different from her traditional life in the village. The student’s interest in gaining 
knowledge about baking and bakery, according to Nana, signifies a positive change in attitude 
towards education amongst OA students.   
  
To sum up, the above findings related to teachers’ beliefs about their OA students in general 
have highlighted two important points. First, it was found that despite claiming that their OA 
students had developed more positive attitudes towards education, most teachers still believed 
that these students were generally introverted, sensitive and lacked self-confidence as a result 
of the lack of interaction with other ethnic groups outside their social and academic settings. 
Secondly, results of this analysis also cast light on a contrasting set of beliefs that some 
teachers held about a group of high achieving OA students, who they believed were 
outstanding and promising. On the contrary, the average OA students in mainstream schools 
were portrayed in less positive ways. As we proceed with the discussion in this chapter, we 
will also see this pattern in the teachers’ expressed beliefs about other aspects related to their 
OA students. 
  

6.1.2 Beliefs about Students’ Learning Abilities and their Educational 
Attainment. 
  
During the interviews, teachers also discussed their beliefs about OA students’ learning 
abilities and educational attainment. In this regard, teachers seemed to hold two different sets 
of beliefs about their OA students’ learning abilities. To be more specific, teachers teaching 
the select-entry students reported more positive comments about their students’ learning 
abilities, while teachers of the non-select students were relatively more negative in their 
comments. For the latter group, teachers generally said that OA students were capable of 
learning, but they believed such potential was highly conditional. For example, when asked 
if OA students could achieve the required learning goals, the respondents believed the 
students could do so if certain conditions were met. Abas, for instance, believed that OA 
students would be able to learn better if they were not too shy. In addition, Rizal commented 
that with a lot of hard work from both teachers and students, OA students would be able to 
learn more effectively.    
  
Apart from commenting on their OA students’ learning abilities and potential, some teachers 
also drew a comparison between the OA students and their Malay counterparts. In this regard, 
teachers held contrasting beliefs. While most of the teachers agreed that the Malay students 
were relatively more advanced in terms of their learning achievement, some teachers also 
claimed that their OA students’ levels of achievement were actually similar to those of the 
mainstream students. Nana, for example, claimed that in her classrooms, OA students were 
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not academically too different than their Malay counterparts. In her opinion, what made the 
OA students appear weaker in the classrooms was the fact that they were too passive whereas 
Malay students were more confident and participated more freely. This was supported by 
Aril, who mentioned that some of his OA students were more participative in the classroom 
than their Malay counterparts. In contrast, Imran believed that due to several internal reasons, 
OA students had lower levels of learning ability compared to their Malay students. Another 
teacher, Fatin also agreed with this as she said her OA students took longer to understand a 
particular concept. For instance, when explaining why she thought her OA students would 
not achieve the set target for their English language exams, she said, “It’s because they lack 
vocabulary and grammar. They keep repeating the same mistakes. They need a longer time 
to remember certain things.” 
  
Apart from discussing students’ learning abilities, teachers were also asked about the 
students’ educational attainment in the interview. In this regard, responses from all 
participating teachers, including the two OA teachers, reflect a deficit model of thinking. All 
teachers believed that their OA students’ underachievement was largely caused by internal 
factors such as lack of motivation, inadequate family support, low cognitive ability and 
students’ inability to retain what they had learned in class. Apart from that, Ishak and Imran 
also believed that the lack of nutrition in OA students’ diet hindered them from achieving at 
school. Therefore, it was commonly believed that OA students who lived in school hostels 
were able to achieve better because they were provided with nutritious diets there.  To better 
illustrate teachers’ beliefs about their OA students’ educational attainment, Figure 53 below 
presents some of the teachers’ comments about what they believed to have been the factors 
for students’ underachievement: 
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Figure 53 
Teachers’ comments on factors for students’ underachievement  

 

 

 
  
As seen in Figure 53, teachers cited multiple factors that they believed were the major barriers 
hindering their OA students from achieving in school. Most of the cited factors are internal 
factors that place the blame on the OA students, their families and local environments. Both 
OA teachers, Ishak and Onira, also linked this underachievement issue to students’ own 
attitudes and the weaknesses of their own communities.  In this light, Ishak stressed that OA 
did not achieve well in school because they were not thinking forward.  He also compared 
the attitudes of Malay parents and OA parents in one of his comments. He said, “Malay 
parents ask teachers about their children’s teaching and learning progress, while OA 
communities make no effort to do so.” 
  

 

  

  

 

  

  

Factor: Communities' 
weaknesses 
 
"Our communities have a 
lot of obstacles. (We're) 
forgetful, sensitive and too 
dependent on our own 
kind."  
 

Factor: Slower 
development 
 
"There was once a 
psychology teacher tested 
our Year 6 students and 
found out that their 
development was equal to of 
3-year-olds". 
 
 

Factor: Lack of family 
support 
"Environment. Support 
system at home. Parents 
can't read. They say I don't 
know whom to ask, teacher. 
Go and ask your sister. My 
sister can't read either." 
 
 

Factor: Students' own 
attitudes 
"In the classrooms, they like 
to chit chat. And, they don't 
have the motivation to 
learn" 
 
 

Factors for 
underachievement 
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The other OA teacher, Onira, echoed Ishak’s sentiment. Apart from claiming OA students 
liked to chit chat among themselves (in class) and lacked motivation to learn, Onira also gave 
the following response when discussing factors that contributed to OA 
underachievement:“Normally, those who failed rarely come to school and it could also be 
caused by families that do not prioritise education.”  
  
Closer scrutiny of the data reveals that in congruence with the deficit model of thinking held 
by the teachers, other structural factors that might have impacted students’ learning outcomes 
at school were not mentioned in the discussion pertaining to students’ underachievement at 
school. For example, even though teachers who taught at primary level believed that the 
current curriculum did not meet the actual needs of OA students, they did not cite this as one 
of the factors for students’ underachievement. While the teachers advocated for a more 
culturally relevant curriculum to be designed specifically for OA students, they also 
envisioned the new curriculum as a more simplified version of the current national 
curriculum. The following comments by two of the teachers reflect this belief: 
  

“This is my honest opinion. I disagree with the current syllabus now. We know 
that their levels are lower, why don’t we create another syllabus for the OA, but 
it can’t be too low either. Just in the middle. So that they can get the basics.” 
(Fatin)  
  
“The standard curriculum is too high because we use the National School 
curriculum. I used to voice out- why don’t OA schools have their own syllabus 
like National Type Chinese and Tamil schools. But then they compared- why is it 
possible for other (mainstream) communities but not the OA?”  (Abas)  

  
The above comments suggest that to these teachers, a watered-down curriculum was needed 
as they believed OA students could not cope with the current national curriculum. In this 
regard, none of the teachers directly attributed students’ underachievement to the mismatch 
that existed between the curriculum and students’ actual needs as pointed out in several past 
studies such as Nicolas (2005) and Renganathan (2014). 
  
On the other hand, it is interesting to note that teachers who taught the select-entry students 
commented on these students’ high achievement instead. In this context, it needs to be noted 
that even though these select-entry students were labeled as the high achievers by their 
teachers, English language learning remained one of their biggest challenges at school. 
According to these teachers, the relatively high achievement obtained by these students was 
attributed to two main factors. First, they believed that the students achieved better in school 
because they were in fact the selected ones. Having demonstrated relatively good results in 
their highest primary level public examination (UPSR), these students were believed to be 
more intelligent and ready for school. Secondly, teachers also believed that due to the extra 
support and care that the selected students received at the centre, they developed higher levels 
of preparedness and motivation to learn, which in return boosted their learning outcomes.   
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In conclusion, results of analysis show that teachers held mixed and contrasting beliefs about 
their OA students learning abilities and educational attainment. Most teachers held deficit 
beliefs about their OA students’ learning abilities and educational attainment although 
teachers who taught the select-entry group were more optimistic about their OA students’ 
achievement. In line with the transformative aim of this study, the teachers’ beliefs about OA 
students’ underachievement are worth exploring as they signal evidence of a deficit model of 
thinking. I will return to this point of discussion in the upcoming chapter where I discuss the 
implications of the overall findings.   
  

6.1.3 Beliefs about Teaching and Learning 
 
 Next, teachers were also asked questions related to their beliefs about teaching and learning. 
In this aspect, most teachers reported mixed beliefs about the type of teaching and learning 
activities that would maximize OA students’ language learning. Most teachers believed both 
transmission and constructivist models of teaching should be equally employed in language 
classrooms.  They agreed that to maximize learning, both teacher-centered and student-
centered activities were needed in their language classrooms. This is apparent in the following 
converging comments by two  teachers:  
  

“It has to be balanced… if we have half an hour, 15 minutes for teachers and 
the rest for students because to me, they can’t build new knowledge, they have 
to get that knowledge/ input from teachers first.” (Malik) 
  
“To me, both are important. It's because we have to teach them the content 
first, then we can conduct student-centered activities.” (Onira) 

  
In the above comments, both teachers highlighted the importance of teachers’ role as a 
transmitter of knowledge as they believed students would not be able to build new knowledge 
on their own. Another teacher (Rizal) also believed that a balanced combination of teacher-
centred and student-centred activities would maximize OA students’ learning. In the 
following comment, he shared his experience attempting student-centered activities in the 
classroom:  
  

“It’s hard to conduct student-centered activities without preparation and lack of 
resources. Students are more comfortable working in groups. Advanced students 
are assigned the roles as “young teachers” to help their peers. These young 
teachers help to reinforce learning for the weak students as they’re more 
comfortable with their peers.”  
  

In the above comment, Rizal gave some insights into the structural barriers that he faced when 
attempting student-centred activities with his OA students. Elsewhere in the interview, Rizal 
commented on the issue of lack of trained English teachers in his school, which he said had 
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also hindered him from planning more student-centred activities for the students. In addition, 
Rizal commented on the effectiveness of the peer learning strategy in his classrooms. This 
suggests that while he had observed the effectiveness of the constructivist approach, structural 
barriers like the lack of resources and trained teachers had hindered him from employing this 
approach in his classroom.  
  
On the contrary, English language teachers of the select-entry students held opposite beliefs 
in terms of their preferred teaching and learning styles. In this regard, these two teachers held 
strong beliefs in a constructivist model of teaching and learning. In this regard, they said: 
  

I think student-centered learning (is more preferable) because they can discover 
their own strengths. If we just teach, we won’t know if they really understand the 
lesson. If we do activities, we will know that they can actually do it.  (Azza )     
  
Nowadays we focus more on student-centered activities. (Juwita)  

  
The Malay language teacher of the select-entry students, Onira (OA teacher), however, was 
more cautious in her approach. She said: “To me, both are essential because for content, we 
have to teach first. Then, it can be student-centred”. When asked if student-centred learning 
would be effective for the average OA students, she responded, “I don’t think so because 
even if you apply it in the second class at this school, we will not achieve the learning 
outcomes.”  
  
The above remarks highlight the confidence that teachers had in the select-entry group, which 
was not evident in the non-select group. While the non-select group was viewed as incapable 
of constructing knowledge independently, the select-entry group was encouraged to do so in 
their learning. For a better illustration of the scenario, it is essential to note that teachers of 
the select-entry group claimed that this group of OA students were in fact doing better than 
the mainstream students across subjects. Data gathered during classroom observations also 
confirmed that the select-entry students were more independent than the mainstream students 
when completing their tasks in the classrooms, which were mostly student-centred. This stark 
difference (between the select-entry and non-select groups) reiterates the potential that this 
emerging high achieving OA group had, which also reflects a more positive portrayal of OA 
students. In the upcoming chapter, this emerging trend of high achieving OA students is 
explored in greater detail.   
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6.1.4 Beliefs about Cultural Diversity.   
  
The next type of belief that was explored during the interviews relates to teachers’ beliefs 
about cultural diversity in their schools. Investigating teachers’ beliefs about cultural diversity 
is essential in this study as results of the investigation may shed some light on how teachers 
perceive the cultural differences and similarities that exist in their language classrooms. 
Before I detail the results of analysis, it should be noted that in this study, students’ cultural 
diversity was more prevalent in the secondary context as all the secondary students in this 
study were attending mainstream schools (alongside other ethnic groups). The participating 
primary schools, on the other hand, were all-OA schools where proportions of other ethnic 
groups were either non-existent or extremely low.   
  
In terms of students’ cultural diversity, several profound beliefs have been identified in the 
data. In general, most teachers believed that the dominant Malay culture was more superior 
than the minority OA culture. In line with their belief in the superiority of Malay language 
and culture, most teachers also believed in the positive benefits of cultural assimilation. To 
be more specific, teachers believed that through cultural assimilation, OA students would be 
able to achieve more positive learning outcomes. In this regard, the teachers believed that 
frequent interaction with the mainstream society, particularly the Malays, would help OA 
students succeed in their education and lives. In this regard, teachers seemed to be valuing 
the Malay culture more. The following comments reflect the belief  held by teachers:  
  

As a result of integration with outside communities, there were a lot of students 
who achieved better than the mainstream students. (Imran)  
 
When they become older, like form 4 students, there are differences. They are 
more open and they want to mingle more (with the Malays). As a result, more 
open students are more active. (Aril)  

  
In the above extracts, both teachers voiced their belief in the positive influence that the 
Malays had over OA students. Another teacher, Rizal believed that the presence of a Malay 
student in his Year 6 class had boosted students’ motivation and competitiveness in learning. 
He said, “In Year 6 (group1), we have one Malay student, and her presence motivates OA 
students to be more competitive at school”.    
  
All in all, the above comments suggest that when discussing the cultural diversity that they 
were facing, teachers believed that the dominant Malay culture was, to some extent, more 
superior than the minority OA culture. Such a strong reflection of Malay superiority may 
have shaped their belief about the positive benefits of cultural assimilation, which in return 
highlight the symbolic dominance of the Malays over the minority OA.     
  
Secondly, the study  found that teachers who taught in mainstream schools also believed that 
there was a racial gap or division between OA students and students from other ethnic groups, 



 

212 

particularly the Malays. The racial gap was indeed a huge concern as teachers also reported 
that OA students were subject to verbal abuse by Malay students in their schools. However, 
teachers teaching the select-entry students did not report a similar observation amongst the 
high achieving OA students. Unlike the rest of their OA counterparts, the select-entry group 
was not subjected to verbal abuse from other mainstream students. Nonetheless, the same 
teachers also claimed that for the non-select students, the racial gap and inter-group tensions 
were evident. These findings reflect the highly abusive and racist school context that many 
OA students have to put up with. They also raise a crucial question- What protects the high 
achieving OA students from experiencing the symbolic (and actual) violence in school unlike 
the majority of OA students in Malaysia? In the discussion chapter, this question is explored 
in greater detail.   
  
In relation to the racial gap, teachers also expressed beliefs about their roles in bridging the 
gap in the classrooms. Nana, for instance, highlighted that while there was a racial gap 
between her OA students and the majority Malay students, it was up to the teachers to bridge 
the gap. She said, “It is definitely the teachers’ roles to bridge the gaps. We, as teachers, must 
know how to bridge the gaps, so there will be no racial gaps.” Nana’s sentiment was echoed 
by several other teachers including Aril, who said:  
 

“Don’t let the Malay students mock (the OA students). For example, in my class, 
I forbid Malay students to mock. If this happens, I will scold them to show that 
this is wrong. That way, I can see my OA students became more confident.”  

  
Thirdly, results of analysis also show that some teachers believed that they felt restricted by 
some of the local customs and beliefs.  In this regard, most of the teachers who taught Semai 
students in the three participating primary schools relayed their experiences dealing with a 
local custom, which is known as Hukum Sayyid (The Law of Children). According to Hukum 
Sayyid, the local Semai communities believe that their children are the incarnation of their 
parents. Therefore, these children are sacred and must not be reprimanded in any way.  This 
law, however, is exclusive to the Semai group only. For some teachers in this study, this local 
law posed a huge challenge in that, by reprimanding their students, they were afraid of 
breaking the law and offending their students’ parents and the local communities. Below are 
some of the concerns voiced by two of the interviewed teachers regarding the local Hukum 
Sayyid: 
 

“Parents do not play enough roles in motivating their children to learn better. 
Students are very free at home. Around here, parents still practice “ Hukum 
Sayyid” which prohibits the parents from disciplining their children.”(Malik)  
 
For example the communities here have this “hukum” (law), which has caused us 
problems. Hukum Sayyid. Sometimes teachers have no choice. When we ask, “why 
does your child skip school?, they say- I can’t scold them, teacher.” (Abas)  
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In the context of this study, the above-mentioned findings are worth exploring as they provide 
useful insights into the way teachers position the OA culture within the broad multicultural 
educational setting in Malaysia. This, in return, will help us to better understand how the 
power relations between teachers who are mainly Malay and OA students and parents might 
have shaped the students’ learning and schooling experiences in general.   
  

6.1.5 Beliefs about Teachers’ Cultural Competence.  
  
Exploring teachers’ beliefs about the importance of teachers’ cultural competence is also 
central to investigation. In the context of this discussion, I refer to Merten’s (2009) definition 
of cultural competence, which is also used as one of the core principles underpinning 
transformative research. Based on Merten’s definition, cultural competence is defined as the 
knowledge related to a person’s ability to accurately represent reality in culturally complex 
communities. Analysis of the interview data reveal two major findings related to teachers’ 
beliefs about their cultural competence to work with OA children and in OA communities.  
  
First, most teachers believed that it was important for them to have the necessary cultural 
competence when working with OA students and their local communities. In this regard, 
teachers claimed that adequate cultural knowledge would help them to understand their 
students’ needs and sensitivities better. Malik, for instance, claimed that he had learned the 
local OA pantang-larang (restrictions) and could respectfully observe the local customs and 
cultures. Although coming from a Malay cultural background, Malik also learned the Semai 
language and now speaks it with his students and local communities. In terms of 
understanding the local cultures, he said: 
  

“ So if there are any restrictions, we’ll know. We can’t go in. We have to 
understand that we live in this area, so we have to try to understand and follow 
the rules. Otherwise it would be hard for us to connect (with the communities).”  

  
Another teacher, Abas, who had also acquired the Semai language through his prolonged 
contact with the local Semai communities, echoed Malik’s view. According to Abas, without 
any formal training in multicultural education involving OA students, he initially found it 
hard to connect with the students and local communities. However, by comparing notes with 
senior teachers at the school and consulting some community representatives, he managed to 
learn about the local Semai communities including their language, which he believed had 
helped him to understand the students’ needs better.   
  
In this context, it is worthwhile to note that data gathered in parent sharing circles  suggest 
that teachers  who could speak the local languages were highly respected by both OA students 
and parents. In fact, the OA teacher, Ishak, also admitted that by learning more about OA 
languages and cultures, teachers would be able to win more trust from OA parents and 
communities. He commented:  
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“Parents like it when the school and teachers get to know them and are close to 
them, let alone speak Semai. Our community is still shy but when teachers are 
close, it is easier for them to listen to teachers’ advice. That’s why I maintain good 
relationships with parents.” 
  

Similarly, Nana also believed that it was crucial for teachers to understand their students’ 
culture, which she said greatly shaped students’ learning styles. She said:   
  

“I think if we can understand each other, there will be no problem. We 
understand their needs. We want to approach them, we know they like it like this. 
For example, their hobby. They like music. I put a TV, provided by the school, 
in a room. So I said we learn and when we feel bored, we watch TV, listen to 
music. You can sing, eat and enjoy yourselves. And they’re excited…If they’re 
asleep, we can’t scream and yell to wake them up. We have to do it gently.”  

  
In the above comment, Nana shared one of her approaches in the classroom that demonstrated 
some level of cultural competence. By being sensitive to the students’ cultures and norms, 
Nana had attempted to create a safe and non-threatening space for her OA students to engage 
in learning.  
  
In addition, teachers also believed that it would be more appropriate for OA students to be 
taught by OA teachers.  In this context, teachers believed that the teaching and learning 
process would be more effective as OA teachers would have higher cultural competence 
compared to the non-OA teachers. Apart from that, teachers also believed that OA teachers 
could also be positive role-models for the young OA in school.   
  
In a nutshell, to all participating teachers, having the necessary cultural competence was seen 
as a fundamental requirement for teachers to build a trusting relationship with their OA 
students and the local OA communities, and it will also make school-based learning more 
culturally sensitive.   
 
 
  

6.1.6 Beliefs about the Value of OA Cultural and Linguistic Knowledge. 
 
Finally, teachers’ beliefs about the value of their OA students’ cultural and linguistic 
knowledge were also investigated in this study. During the interviews, teachers were asked 
to comment on the value of OA cultural and linguistic knowledge in their language 
classrooms and school setting in general. In this regard, several interesting findings were 
uncovered.  
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In relation to teaching and learning, it was found that while most teachers believed that 
students’ cultural knowledge should be prioritised when planning a lesson, some also 
believed that lessons with OA students should not necessarily relate to their OA realities. In 
this context, teachers gave different justifications for their beliefs. Those who believed that 
lessons should be relatable to students’ sociocultural environments thought that students 
would find culturally responsive lessons more meaningful and relevant. As a result, the 
students would learn better.  On the other hand, teachers who held the opposite belief thought 
that by learning about topics that were outside their daily lives, students would gain new 
knowledge, which would eventually widen their knowledge about the world. Therefore, to 
these teachers, relating their lessons to students’ daily lives was not necessarily a priority 
when planning a lesson.  
  
These contrasting beliefs could be seen in the following comments made by some of the 
interviewed teachers when they were asked about their opinion on making lessons more 
culturally relevant: 
  
Figure 54 
Teachers’ Beliefs about Culturally Relevant Lessons  
 

 
  
In this context, OA teacher Onira did not place much emphasis on the integration of OA 
cultural knowledge in her Malay lessons. According to her, the content of the lessons did not 
have to necessarily feature OA cultures but should reflect the Malaysian culture in general 
instead. During the interview, she commented: “I usually relate my lessons to current issues 
or races in Malaysia. That way, we’re not confined within the Malay culture alone. We can 
mention all. (It) doesn’t matter. OA or other races”. This statement reflects Onira’s openness 
to a more inclusive culture without specifically emphasizing the culture of OA alone. One 
possible explanation for this is related to the fact that OA students in Onira’s school are more 
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integrated with other mainstream students. While the teacher’s intention to build a more 
nationalistic culture in her classrooms is praiseworthy, such an action also raises a question 
whether OA students in a more integrated school receive less exposure to their own 
Indigenous cultures.  
 
This dilemma was captured by another OA teacher, Ishak, when he commented on OA 
cultural values. During the interview, Ishak used the metaphors “parang” (a type of machete), 
“pencil” and “book” to discuss the issue. He said:   
  

“We need to change our people. Our keturunan (generation) only see “parang” all 
our life. We have to change from ”parang” to pencil and book  to lead a more 
comfortable life. We have to monitor (the students), then only they’ll be interested.” 
  

The use of the metaphor parang in the above comment represents the OA traditional way of 
life, in which they used the tool to work the land and earn a living. “Pencil” and “book”, on 
the other hand, represent the modern way of living, where formal education is regarded as a 
valuable capital. By using these metaphors, Ishak suggested that there was a necessity for the 
OA students to choose a more modern way of living if they wished to be successful in the 
future. This provided some insights into the dilemmas and tensions that the OA students were 
facing in schools, where their traditional ways of life and cultural values were at times viewed 
as inferior to the ones that belonged to mainstream society. More about the dilemma is 
discussed in Chapter Seven later.   
  
Next, the interview data also show that most teachers believed that students’ linguistic 
knowledge should be strategically utilised to facilitate their classroom learning. In line with 
this, most teachers claimed that they encouraged students to use their OA languages during 
lessons as they believed this practice would help students to progress faster and better in their 
language learning. Some of the interviewed teachers had even learned the local languages 
and claimed that their ability to converse in the languages had tremendously helped them in 
their teaching. The teachers’ openness towards students’ multilingual practices in their 
classrooms are evident in the following comments:  
  
 

“English is the third language…so if we hope that they can learn English in a 
short time by forcing them, one day they’ll feel stressed. When they feel 
stressed, they will avoid the learning process, which will then become a huge 
loss. It’s okay, we give them opportunities. Speak in your own languages, but 
little by little we encourage them to use English. Here, we focus on the skills.” 
(Imran) 

 
“It depends on the students. If you prioritize the outcomes (of the lesson), you 
will not stop students from using other languages. If we focus too much on 
English, we feel that the teacher is self-absorbed. In this context, the use of other 
languages is encouraged to help boost their English learning.”  (Aril) 
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The above comments indicate that translanguaging practices were accepted in their 
classrooms. Evidence of teachers implementing their beliefs regarding the use of students’ 
linguistic capital to facilitate classroom learning is plentiful in the classroom observation data 
(discussed in section 6.2). In congruent with the above comments, my observations in the 
classrooms also found that translanguaging practices were widely used to support teaching 
and learning activities.  
 
 
 6.1.7 Summary of Teacher Interview Data. 
  
The first part of this chapter has presented rich interview data espousing teachers’ beliefs 
about their OA students, their cultures and languages have been presented. By foregrounding 
teachers’ voices, several insightful findings were illuminated in the data. First, the analysis 
uncovered teachers’ positive beliefs about the value of OA linguistic knowledge in supporting 
OA students’ language learning. In this regard, most teachers espoused some genuine interest 
in this by openly supporting the use of their OA languages in the classrooms as a way to 
facilitate learning. Apart from that, many teachers also believed that better cultural 
competence amongst teachers would also result in better relationships with OA students, their 
parents and local communities.   
 
However, despite the positivity that was reflected in the earlier-mentioned beliefs, it is also 
crucial to reiterate the traces of the deficit model of thinking and the practice of victim 
blaming held by most teachers (including OA teachers). These are evident in the teachers' 
beliefs about their OA students’  learning abilities and educational attainment. While all 
participating teachers strove for the best outcomes for their OA students, they also placed the 
blame for students’ underachievement on the students and their families without mentioning 
any structural or historical factors. In this light, some teachers also captured the dilemma that 
OA students were facing in upholding their traditions and embracing new advancement. In 
the second part of this chapter later, we will see how some of the earlier-discussed beliefs 
were translated into classroom practices. To conclude, Table 17 summarises teachers’ beliefs 
about their OA students as uncovered in the analysis:   
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Table 17    
Summary of Teachers’ Beliefs about their OA Students  
 

TYPE OF 
BELIEF 

IDENTIFIED BELIEF 

OA students in 
general 

OA students are introverted, sensitive and lack 
self-confidence.  

Select-entry students are well-motivated, 
promising and excellent.  

There’s been a positive shift in attitudes towards 
education amongst OA communities.   

Teaching and 
learning in OA 

classrooms 

Transmissionist and constructivist models of 
teaching should be equally emphasized.  

OA students’ 
learning abilities and 

educational attainment 

OA students are underachieving because of 
internal reasons related to their own attitudes and 
lack of support from family.   

Select-entry students are achieving because they 
receive ample support at the centre of excellence.  

Cultural diversity in 
the classrooms 

Cultural assimilation with mainstream society, 
particularly the Malays, will help OA students 
achieve better in school.   

There is a racial gap between OA students and 
students from other ethnic groups.   

OA students are subject to verbal abuse by their 
Malay counterparts.   

Teachers’ cultural 
competence 

Better cultural competence among teachers will 
help them to understand OA students’ needs and 
sensitivities better.   

Value of OA cultural 
and linguistic 

knowledge 

OA students’ linguistic knowledge should be 
strategically utilized to facilitate learning.   
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6.2 Classroom Observation 
 
 In the first part of this chapter, I reported findings related to teachers’ espoused beliefs about 
their OA students. This second part of the chapter subsequently presents the analysis of data 
collected during a series of classroom observations conducted in this study. The purpose of 
this second part is twofold. First, it aims to report findings that give useful insights into the 
actual classroom-based language learning that OA students are experiencing in schools. 
Secondly, it also aims to compare teachers’ espoused beliefs with their classroom practices.  
As explained in the methodology chapter earlier, 13 language lessons were observed in the 
study. For each lesson, the observation focused on the following dimensions :   
 

• Classroom climate 
• Instructional strategies  
• Learning content/material  
• Student engagement  

 
 6.2.1 Classroom Climate. 
 
The first dimension that was observed in this study is the classroom climate. In line with the 
aims of this study, classroom climate will be discussed in terms of two aspects: 1) student-
teacher interaction and 2) student-student interaction.  
 

Student-Teacher Interaction.  
 
In terms of student-teacher interaction, the observational data provide us with important 
insights into OA students’ language practices in their classrooms. In this study, student-
teacher interactions in all observed classrooms were mainly conducted in Malay. This pattern 
resonates with the earlier-discussed language use questionnaire results, where most students 
reported that they mainly used Malay when interacting with their teachers. In this context, as 
mentioned earlier in the previous chapter, the prominent use of Malay in teacher-student 
interactions was due to the fact that a vast majority of teachers teaching in these schools were 
Malay and most did not speak any OA languages. Moreover, data also showed that despite 
the dominant use of Malay in the observed student-teacher interactions, it was found that in 
all classrooms, particularly in English language classrooms, teachers and students mixed 
languages in their interactions. In this regard, both parties cooperated to create safe spaces 
where they naturally moved between two or three languages (OA language, Malay and 
English). Within these spaces, the locus of control of the languages used in their interactions 
usually rested with the students and the practices mostly occurred in oral interactions. 
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Framing the analysis using García and Li Wei’s (2015) purposes for translanguaging, it was 
found that teachers and students in the observed classrooms translanguaged to achieve the 
following purposes:  
  

1. To mediate understanding among each other  
2. To demonstrate knowledge  
3. To construct meaning of what others were saying  
4. To include others 

 
Table 18  
Examples of Multilingual Practices Observed in the Classrooms and their Purposes 
  

PURPOSE  LESSON  MULTILINGUAL PRACTICE 

To mediate 
understanding 
among each other  

6, 13  Teachers combined the use of English, Malay 
and Semai/Temiar in their instructions to 
students.   

12   
Students responded in Malay and Semai when 
the teacher asked questions in English.   
 

To include others  13  Teacher used Malay and simple Semai sentences 
in his speech to elicit responses from shy 
students.  
 

To demonstrate 
knowledge 
  

1  Students made use of his Malay semantic 
knowledge when the equivalent English terms 
were not known to explain his understanding to 
the teacher.   

8  Students wrote sentences in Malay and 
translated them into English when sharing the 
sentences with the teacher during classroom 
discussion.  

To construct 
meaning of what 
others were 
saying  

11  Students repeated teachers’ explanation in 
Malay to verify understanding.   
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As a whole, the above findings highlight two major points of discussion that are worth 
exploring. First, they substantiate the beliefs expressed by many teachers during the 
interviews, where they acknowledged the value of students’ linguistic knowledge of their 
mother tongues as a form of capital that could be strategically utilized to optimize classroom 
learning. Secondly, the findings also provide insights into one of the strategies that OA 
students, as emergent multilinguals use in their language classrooms, which is 
translanguaging. Conversely, they also highlight how translanguaging (albeit not strategically 
planned) helped teachers and students achieve different goals in interactions that take place 
within the complex language ecology of OA students.   
  

Student-Student Interaction. 
 
Student-student interaction is another aspect of classroom climate that was central to this 
investigation. In this regard, results of analysis showed several different patterns of student-
student interactions. First, it was found that for almost all primary students, interactions with 
peers were conducted in their respective OA languages. In secondary level, there was a 
difference in the interaction pattern between the select- entry group and the non-select group. 
For the select-entry group, student-student interactions were mostly conducted in Malay with 
English being occasionally used in some instances in English lessons. The dominant use of 
Malay in this setting was probably due to the fact that OA students in these classrooms came 
from different sub-ethnic groups and spoke different OA languages. Nonetheless, it is also 
worth noting that OA students in this group were also found to be using Malay exclusively 
even with their OA peers who spoke the same OA language. In contrast, the non-select OA 
students interacted with their OA peers in their native tongues. In addition, the select-entry 
group constantly interacted with their Malay counterparts in the classrooms, but the non-
select group had almost no interracial interaction in the observed classrooms. These findings 
correlate with teachers’ comments during the interviews where they claimed that there was 
an obvious racial gap between the non-select OA students and their Malay classmates.   
  
However, results of analysis also reveal that while student-student interactions were mainly 
conducted in the native languages, students also mixed languages during pair work or group 
discussions and class/group presentations. During the observations, some of the students who 
predominantly used their native languages in interactions with their classmates, were 
observed to be naturally moving from their OA languages to Malay and/or English when 
discussing concepts that were absent in their native languages/cultures. Apart from that, 
students also translanguaged when providing support to their peers who were presenting the 
group work.   
  
In addition, the analysis also found evidence of Malaysian English being used widely in the 
observed classrooms. Drawing on Hashim and Tan’s (2012) features of MalE, the following 
Table 19 presents examples of MalE features that were captured in Lesson 1:   
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Table 19  
Features of Malaysian English (MalE) in Student-Student Interaction 
 

FEATURE 
OF MAlE 

EXAMPLE EXPLANATION 

The use of 
particle/ 
filler “lah”  

… if I kenyit mata 
(wink), you guys 
help me lah.  
  

The student used the particle 
lah at the end of his sentence to 
soften the remark as he was 
persuading his peers to help 
him.   

Student 1:  …guys, 
what is penyedut 
sampah (vacuum 
cleaner)?   
Student 2: Vacuum 
lah  

Student 1 used the particle lah 
to affirm his confidence in his 
response (similar to ‘of 
course’).  
  
  

Lexicalizat
ion-heavily 
infused 
with local 
language 
items  

Student 3: What la 
you! Where got 
vacuum can fly?  

Student 2 literally translated the 
sentences from Malay –   
 
Apalah kau ni! Mana ada 
penyedut sampah boleh 
terbang?   
(What nonsense! How can a 
vacuum cleaner fly?)  
  

Omission 
of operator 
‘do’ in Wh 
Questions  
  
Subject-
verb order 
in Wh 
questions is 
retained  

Student 1: This one 
can. Why you no 
believe me?  
 
(Why don’t you 
believe me?)  

The student used the Malay 
subject-verb order for this Wh 
question- a direct translation 
from Malay:  
 
Kenapa kau tak percaya aku? 
Why  you  no  believe me?  

 
The prominent use of Malaysian English in this interaction is in congruent with students’ 
comments during their language attitude interviews (discussed in Chapter Four earlier), where 
they claimed that they enjoyed using Malaysian English with their peers.   
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In another instance taken from an English lesson in a primary classroom (Lesson 8), a pair of 
students were also found to have fluidly moved from Semai to Malay and English in their 
pair work discussion.  While most parts of their interaction were conducted in Semai, the pair 
was observed to be using some Malay words such as bersembang (chit chatting), cat (paint) 
and sekolah (school). These Malay words were then translated into English in their final 
product. This pattern of interaction suggests that while some students were comfortable using 
their native tongue in interactions with peers, they would naturally translanguage when 
discussing certain concepts or terms that were missing in their native tongue.   
  
As a whole, the above discussion on student-student interactions highlights two important 
points of discussion that are worth exploring in the subsequent chapter of this thesis. First, it 
provides further examples that highlight the role of translanguaging practices in supporting 
OA students as emergent bilinguals. Secondly, the prominent role of Malay in mediating 
students’ transition from their native languages to English is also worth highlighting in this 
context. Later in Chapter Seven, these two points will be explored in detail.  
 
6.2.2 Instructional Strategies 
  
The next dimension that was observed during the classroom observation is the instructional 
strategies that were used in the lessons. In this regard, results of analysis highlight several 
findings. First, it was found that in most classrooms, teachers implemented the Presentation, 
Practice and Production (PPP) structure in their lessons, with the emphasis being placed on 
the presentation part. The majority of teachers spent the most class time on the presentation 
part. In the later parts of lessons, the most common instructional strategy used in the 
classrooms was co-operative learning, where students were placed in pairs or groups.  For a 
general representation of the data, Table 20 (on the next page) presents the instructional 
strategies used in the observed lessons: 
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Table 20  
Instructional Strategies Used in Classrooms  
 
SCHOOL LEVEL LESSON SUBJECT STRATEGY 

1  

Secon
dary   
(With 
select
-entry 
stude
nts)  

1 English  

Cooperative learning, hands-on 
learning, discovery learning, effective 
questioning, computer-assisted 
learning.  

2 English  
Cooperative learning, effective 
questioning,   

3 Malay  
Cooperative learning, hands-on 
learning  

2  
Secon
dary   

4 English 
Lecturing, reading aloud, translation, 
picture stimuli, practice, drilling  

5 Malay 
Interactive lecturing, effective 
questioning, reading aloud, practice, 
drilling  

6 English 
Lecturing, reading aloud, translation, 
picture stimuli, practice, drilling  

3  
Prima
ry   

7 Malay 
Lecturing, cooperative learning, 
effective questioning  

8 English 
Lecturing, reading aloud, cooperative 
learning, effective questioning,  

4  
Prima
ry   

9 Malay 
Lecturing, reading aloud, graphic 
organizer, drilling, questioning, 
choral reading,   

4 

  
Prima
ry   
  

10 English 

Lecturing, reading aloud, graphic 
organizer, drilling, questioning, 
choral reading, word wall, picture 
stimuli  

11 Semai 
Lecturing, reading aloud, choral 
reading  

5  
Prima
ry   

12 English Lecturing, picture stimuli, drilling  

13 Malay Cooperative learning, songs  

 
 
As shown in Table 20, teachers in the observed classrooms implemented various instructional 
strategies, which were largely teacher-directed. At the primary level, there was a similar 
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pattern observed across all participating schools with lecturing, drilling, and reading aloud 
found to be the most popular instructional strategies implemented in the lessons. In contrast, 
teachers’ choices of instructional strategies differed significantly at the secondary level. As 
we can see in Table 20 above, in the first three lessons (involving select-entry students), 
teachers used student-centred strategies such as co-operative learning and discovery learning, 
which allowed higher levels of learner involvement.  It was also found that the locus of control 
was more student-directed and students were allowed more authority to make creative choices 
in their learning. In contrast, the strategies used with the non-select group were more teacher-
centred. Unlike the strategies used with the select-entry group, the strategies used with the 
non-select group (lecturing, reading aloud and drilling) were less interactive and promoted 
very low learner autonomy.  
  
As a whole, the vast difference in teachers’ choices of instructional strategies for these two 
groups of students reflects teachers’ beliefs about the respective group’s learning abilities. As 
demonstrated in the teacher interviews, OA students in the select-entry group were considered 
more advanced and ready for student-centered activities while the non-selected ones were 
thought to be unable to be too weak to support their own learning. Based on this belief, 
teachers who were teaching the non- select students were largely skeptical about their 
students’ readiness for activities that would require higher levels of learner autonomy. As a 
result, as revealed in the analysis, the non-selected students were left with the less cognitively 
demanding activities that allowed very little authority in their learning.    
  
The above patterns highlight two important points of discussion. First, they show that there 
is a congruence between teachers’ expressed beliefs about OA students’ learning abilities and 
their actual classroom practices in terms of their choice of instructional strategies. To be more 
specific, teachers’ preference for instructional strategies that were largely teacher-centred 
reflects teachers’ beliefs about their OA students, whom they claimed were not capable of 
taking control of their learning without ample input from the teachers.  
  
Secondly, it is also worthwhile to note that teachers’ use of teacher-centred strategies such as 
lecturing, drilling, choral reading and memorization in these classrooms had created a 
learning culture similar to what Paolo Freire described as the banking concept of education 
(Freire, 2005). As mentioned by Freire (2005), following this concept of education, teachers 
act as the depositors or the knowledge givers. On the other hand, students are treated as 
depositories and their role in learning is reduced to receiving, filing and storing the given 
knowledge. As a result, students’ creativity and transformation are overlooked in the learning 
process. The earlier-discussed findings related to the instructional strategies used in the 
observed OA language classrooms illustrate a learning culture that is similar to Freire’s 
concept of banking education. In the upcoming chapter, I will return to this point of discussion 
as I further demonstrate how the overall classroom practices were comparable to Freire’s 
notion of banking approach.  
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6.2.3 Learning Content/ Material. 
 
The third dimension of learning that was observed in the classroom observations is the 
learning content/ materials used in the lesson. In this regards, several important findings have 
been uncovered. First, the recorded data showed that all observed lessons in both primary and 
secondary levels were guided by the standard national syllabus prescribed by the Malaysia 
Ministry of Education and teachers mainly relied on traditional teaching materials such as the 
prescribed text books and other pre-packaged materials. In the primary level, most teachers 
relied on the text books, while teachers in the secondary level were mostly using pre-packaged 
materials taken from various workbooks. It was also found that the use of technology to 
facilitate the teaching and learning process in this context was extremely limited. In fact, only 
one out of the 13 observed lessons used audio-visual materials (YouTube video clips) as a 
learning resource. In this particular lesson, which was conducted with the select-entry 
students, the teacher used YouTube videos as a source of input to facilitate students’ 
discussion on recycling. Based on my observation and the comments made by several 
teachers during the interviews, the limited use of technology in these classrooms was due to 
the structural barriers that teachers were facing, which were mainly caused by the lack of 
resources.  
  
Secondly, the analysis results also reveal that there was a lack of OA cultural and linguistic 
elements in the learning content and materials that were used during the observed lessons. In 
this context, all teaching and learning materials used in the observed classrooms were 
produced solely in the target language. For example, materials used in all English lessons 
were entirely in English. In addition, most of the content used in the observed classrooms did 
not reflect the OA students’ cultural backgrounds or relate to their real lives in OA 
communities. Despite this, in four of the classrooms, teachers attempted to fill the cultural 
gap by relating the content of the lessons to students’ real-life experiences. A clear example 
of this practice was observed in Lesson 13, where the teacher used strategies and content that 
were relevant to the OA culture. In this lesson, songs were used as an instructional strategy 
and words that reflected the local OA culture were also used in the song lyrics. Some of these 
words include petai (a popular plant amongst OA), denai (path), kaloi (a type of freshwater 
fish), sungai (river), which reflect the everyday life of most OA students. In fact, in the 
earlier-discussed photovoice project, all these images were regularly captured by the 
participating students reflecting their significance to students’ lives as the OA of Malaysia. 
Through singing and the use of words that reflected students’ everyday life, the teacher 
attempted to relate the content to his students’ actual real life experiences. As a result, students 
in this lesson seemed more engaged and interested as they could relate to the learning. As a 
whole, Table 21 presents the materials used in all observed lessons: 
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Table 21 
Learning Materials Used in Lessons 
 

LEVEL LESSON SUBJECT TOPIC MATERIAL 

Secondary   
(With select-
entry 
students)  

1 English  Recycling  

Audio Visual Materials 
(YouTube Videos), authentic 
recyclable materials such as 
bottles, cardboard and old 
newspaper.  

2 English  Setting   
Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

3 Malay  
Newspaper 
report writing  

Authentic material taken from 
newspaper.  

Secondary  
(With non-
select group)  

4 English   
Collective 
Nouns  

Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook, flash cards  

5 Malay  
Summary 
Writing- 
Obesity  

Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

6 English  Occupations  
Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

Primary    

7 Malay  
Imbuhan 
(Prefixes & 
Suffixes)  

Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

8 English  
Writing in 
Past Tenses  

Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

9 Malay  
Writing- I am 
a/an….  

Text book  

10 English  Characters  
Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

11 Semai  
Sayet de Bor 
(A Good 
Child)  

Text book  

12 English  Body Parts  
Pre-packaged printed materials 
from workbook  

13 Malay   Writing Teacher’s own materials  
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6.2.4 Student Engagement. 
 
This study also observed another dimension of classroom learning, which is student 
engagement. In this context, further analysis using Chi and Wiley’s (2014) Taxonomy of Four 
Modes of Overt Engagement Behaviors helped to unpack students’ engagement in greater 
detail. Based on Chi and Wiley’s (2014) taxonomy, student engagement can be classified into 
four modes of engagement, which are “ the passive, active, constructive and interactive 
modes” (p. 220) of engagement . The classification of the modes of engagement is made 
based on their overt behaviors in lessons. In the context of this study, only the first three 
modes of engagement were found in the data and they are discussed in detail below.   
  
In the primary level, two modes of engagement (passive and active) were observed in the 
participating classrooms. In this context, the most common mode of engagement was the 
passive engagement. Students were considered to be in a passive mode of engagement if they 
were “oriented towards receiving information from teachers or the instructional materials 
without explicitly doing anything related to learning” (Chi & Wiley, 2014, p. 221). To be 
more specific, the collected observational data show that most primary-aged OA students in 
this study were largely shy and quiet during lessons and they passively listened to the teacher's 
explanation and instructions. This is congruent with teachers’ comments during the 
interviews, which claimed that students were largely shy and quiet in school.  
  
However, in some of the observed primary level classrooms, there were also small groups of 
students who were actively engaged in their learning. Based on the taxonomy, students were 
considered to be actively engaged when they exhibited some form of overt motoric actions 
or physical manipulation during lessons (Chi & Wiley, 2014).  In this instance, the actively-
engaged students not only received information from teachers and materials, but they also 
verbally repeated teachers’ explanation and some were observed to be taking verbatim notes 
during the lessons. In addition, it is also worth noting that although there was a small minority 
of students who constantly asked questions during lessons, their engagement did not develop 
beyond the active mode as there were no new ideas generated from the given information. To 
be more specific, in Lessons 7 and 8, students frequently asked questions to their teachers 
and peers, but the questions were merely geared for clarification rather than generating new 
knowledge, which can be classified as constructive engagement (Chi & Wiley, 2014).   
  
Moving on to the secondary level, results of analysis revealed that there was a vast difference 
between the select-entry group and the non-select one in terms of engagement in the 
classrooms. To be more specific, the select-entry students were found to be more actively and 
constructively engaged in their learning while most of the non-selected students were 
passively engaged in the classroom. In this instance, most selected students did not passively 
listen to their teachers but appeared to be more interactive with their teachers and peers. The 
majority of students in the select-entry group were also constructively engaged in their 
learning as they were able to work either independently or collaboratively to generate new 
ideas. A clear example of this was observed in Lesson 1 where students worked 
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collaboratively to produce their own recycled items using recyclable materials that they 
brought from home/hostel. The items were produced after they gained information about 
recycling from the YouTube video they watched in the lesson. Similarly, students in Lesson 
2 were also found to be constructively engaged in their learning as they produced their own 
news reports.  In addition, high levels of learner interactions were also observed during the 
lessons, with interracial interaction being a common occurrence in lessons involving the 
selected students. In line with their teachers’ claims in the teacher interviews, some of OA 
students from the selected group were in fact more participative and responsive than the 
mainstream students in the classroom.   
  
In contrast, the majority of non-selected OA students were found to be passively engaged in 
their learning. In this instance most students in Lessons 4, 5 and 6 were largely quiet and 
passive throughout the lessons. In other words, most students in this group passively listened 
to their teachers and very minimal student-teacher and student-student interactions were 
observed during lessons. The students also appeared to be less enthusiastic in completing the 
given tasks. In addition, it is also worth noting that although students did not show any 
disruptive behavior throughout the lessons, some were passively disengaged during lessons. 
In this instance, the students were found to be drawing, looking around and doing other tasks 
that were not related to the lessons. All these indicators suggest that most students in this 
group were either passively engaged or passively disengaged in the learning.   
  
However, further analysis of data gathered from the non-selected group also reveal another 
interesting finding in terms of students’ engagement in their learning. In this regard, although 
most of the non-selected students were found to be either passively engaged or passively 
disengaged during the observations, a small group of students in Lesson 5 were found to be 
actively engaged in their learning. In Lesson 5 (Malay lesson), students were learning how to 
write a summary. For this particular lesson, interactive lecturing and effective questioning 
were among the instructional strategies used and these strategies gave students some 
opportunities to be more active in their learning. Instead of just passively listening to their 
teacher, five out of 22 students in this particular lesson had taken the initiative to write their 
answers on the board instead of just passively listening to their teacher. This, however, was 
done under constant encouragement and scaffolding from the respective teachers. In this 
context, although students did not construct their own sentences, they were still actively 
engaged in the learning as they went to the front of the classroom to either read and write 
their sentences on the board. In other words, students in this classroom undertook some form 
of overt physical manipulation during the lesson, which led to a more active engagement in 
their learning.   
  
The above findings shed some light on how teachers’ choice of instructional strategies might 
affect OA students’ engagement in their language learning. Based on the above analysis, it 
can be seen that students were more actively and constructively engaged in their learning 
when more student-directed strategies were used in the classrooms. To be more specific, 
students in Lessons 1,2,3, were found to be actively and constructively engaged in their 
learning because the implemented student-directed activities such as discovery learning and 
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collaborative learning had enabled them to manipulate the given information and generate 
new ideas. Similarly, with the implementation of effective questioning and interactive 
lecturing, students in Lesson 5 were also more actively engaged in their learning despite being 
classified as a weak group of students. In contrast, in lessons that implemented more teacher-
directed strategies, most students were passively engaged in their learning. In addition, these 
findings also highlight the fact that evidence of OA students being interactively engaged in 
their learning is extremely scarce, which, in return, suggests limited evidence of students’ 
creating new knowledge and perspectives from their classroom learning (Chi & Wiley, 2014). 
As a whole, Table 22 summarises key results of classroom observations as uncovered in the 
analysis:  
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Table 22 
Summary of Classroom Observations 
 

DIMENSION ASPECT  OBSERVATION  

Classroom 
Climate 

Student- 
Teacher 
Interaction  

Interactions are mainly in Malay but teachers who speak OA 
languages freely translanguage in classrooms.  

Students and teachers translanguage to achieve different 
purposes.   

Student-
Student 
Interaction  

OA languages are used within the same group of speakers, but 
Malay plays a prominent role in interactions across all groups in 
the classrooms.  

Students fluidly translanguage when working on tasks.  

Malaysian English is used in interactions in English classrooms.    

Instructional 
Strategy 

 

  
  

Most teachers implemented the Presentation, Practice and 
Production (PPP) structure in their lessons, with the emphasis 
being placed on the presentation part.  

Teachers implemented various instructional strategies, which 
were largely teacher-directed.  

Teachers used more student-directed strategies with select-entry 
group.   

Choral reading and memorization in these classrooms had created 
a learning culture that resonates with the banking concept of 
education (Freire, 2005).  

Learning 
content/material 

  

lessons were guided by the standard national syllabus prescribed 
by the Malaysian Ministry of Education and   

Teachers mainly relied on traditional teaching materials such as 
the prescribed text books and other pre-packaged materials.  

There is a lack of OA cultural and linguistic elements in the 
learning content and materials.   

Student 
engagement 

  

Passive, active and constructive modes of engagement were 
observed in the participating classrooms, with passive 
engagement being the most evident.   

Select-entry students were found to be more actively and 
constructively engaged in their learning while most of the non-
selected students were passively engaged in the classroom.  
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6.7 Chapter Conclusion 
 
The highlighted key findings discussed in this chapter have illustrated a clearer picture of the 
school lives of OA students in Malaysian public primary and secondary schools. An 
understanding of how OA students are being perceived by their teachers and the classroom 
learning that they experience daily helps to extend our understanding of their multilingual 
practices outside their home and communities, and place their everyday struggles within the 
formal school settings in the spotlight. Among the key points that have been highlighted in 
this chapter are teachers’ mixed beliefs about their OA students, the use of OA cultural and 
linguistic knowledge in the classrooms and the emergence of a high achieving group of  OA 
students.  
 
In terms of teachers’ beliefs about their OA students, it emerged that many of the participating 
teachers framed their discussion on the academic struggle of OA students using a deficit lens 
as they related the students’ underachievement to internal reasons. The perpetuation of this 
deficit model of thinking echoes Smith’s (2012) claim that says  many “Indigenous social 
problems have been framed in the ‘Indigenous problem’ basket to be handled in the usual 
cynical and paternalistic manner” (p. 255).  Stemming from this deficit theorising, teachers’ 
assimilative beliefs also raise an important point of discussion regarding the imbalanced 
societal power in OA communities, where the majority ethnic Malays typically hold a more 
privileged status  in the society. In Chapter Seven, this issue is discussed in greater detail. 
Results of analysis also revealed that there is some congruence between teachers’ expressed 
beliefs and what happened in the classrooms. For example, during the interviews, all teachers 
claimed that the non-selectstudents were largely introverted, shy and lacked self-confidence. 
On the other hand, select-entry students were deemed well-motivated, promising and 
participative in their lessons. Data from the observations support these claims as most 
students in the non-select group were largely quiet, and either disengaged or passively 
engaged in the classrooms. In contrast, most select-entry students were observed to be more 
actively and constructively engaged in their learning.   
 
In terms of the value of OA cultural and linguistic knowledge, all teachers agreed that OA 
students’ linguistic knowledge should be utilised to advance their learning, and this belief 
was evidently translated in teachers’ classroom practices. In congruence with this belief, 
teachers’ openness towards translanguaging practices was observed in their interactions with 
students. Here, evidence of multilingual practices in classroom interactions are plentiful. In 
this regard, Malay was found to be the most dominant language in the formal academic 
setting. In addition, it  should also be noted that while most teachers claimed that they 
believed it was important to integrate OA students’ cultural knowledge in their lessons, very 
few took the initiative to make their lessons more culturally responsive for the students. 
 
Finally, the emergence of a small group of high-achieving OA students, who were described 
in a much more positive manner by their teachers, is another intriguing finding that is worth 
exploring further. Findings uncovered in the previous chapter show that these select-entry 



 

233 

students were offered various enabling material affordances (e.g. learning resources, 
comfortable and safe environment, well-equipped facility) in their environment. Data from 
teacher interviews and classroom observations have further revealed different sets of enabling 
affordances within their school environments such as teachers’ positive beliefs about their 
abilities and a respectful school environment. In contrast, data related to the non-select 
students revealed more disabling affordances within their school environment, which include 
teachers’ negative beliefs, racial gap and a  school culture that is less supportive of OA 
students’ cultural differences. In the upcoming chapter, the above-mentioned findings will be 
further unpacked to answer the research questions. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
 

7.0 Introduction  
 
 
Earlier in section 1.4, I have stated the following research questions as an orientation for this 
study:  
 
1. What roles do local, national and international languages play in the family, 

community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children?  
2. What attitudes to these languages are held by the children themselves and their 

parents? 
3. What use is made of the OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in their 

school-based learning, particularly in their language classrooms?  
4. What beliefs about their students are held by the teachers of OA children?  

 
The above research questions guided the inquiry process by providing me with an orientation 
for my research, particularly for instrument development and data gathering process. Guided 
by these questions, I explored the language ecology of a group of OA students (from the 
perspective of their sociocultural ecology) by looking into the interplay of the languages that 
coexist in the students’ language environments. To further understand the interplay, the 
attitudes of students and their parents towards the main languages in the language ecology 
were also explored. In addition, I also explored the students’ schooling experiences 
particularly in their language classrooms as well as their teachers’ beliefs.  
 
Initially, as stated in the statement of the problem (see section 1.2), the initial concern of this 
study was to understand the English language learning amongst OA students in Malaysia as 
the low attainment rates had highlighted an urgent need for this subject matter to be further 
explored. Adopting a more ecological approach, this study then focused on exploring the roles 
of the local, national and extra national (international) languages in the language ecology of 
OA students. However, as the study progressed, it became increasingly obvious through 
instances captured in the student-led data that the language practices of OA students were far 
more sophisticated and complex. It had emerged that the clear delineation of local, national 
and international language does not necessarily provide an comprehensive way of looking at 
the phenomenon. As captured in the data, instead of treating all these languages as separate 
and discrete entities, OA students seem to have an integrated system that functions as one 
whole unit. It was also found that while some OA students know up to five or six languages 
such as OA language, Malay, English, Chinese, Arabic and Korean, only three to four 
languages are mostly used in their daily lives. In most cases, students actively use three main 
languages, which are their local OA language, Malay and English. Some students in this study 
also have an additional main language, which is Chinese. While the notion of language 
ecology helps us to view the interaction of these languages in a more ecological and integrated 
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way,  it overlooks the fact that not all of the languages that exist in the sociocultural ecology 
of OA students are actively used in their daily lives. Therefore an additional lens is needed to 
establish a clearer picture of the phenomenon. For this purpose, the theory of Dominant 
Language Constellation is proven illuminating. The theory is discussed in greater detail as I 
unpack the roles of OA languages, Malay and English in OA language ecology (in section 
7.1). 
 
In addition, section 7.1 also discusses findings that reveal the attitudes that OA students and 
their parents hold towards their OA languages, Malay and English. In this regard, the study 
has uncovered some interesting findings that further highlight the complexity of their 
language ecology. Voices of OA students and parents that were highlighted in this study 
depict the dynamic mutuality between identity and milieu (Aronin and Singleton, 2012). 
Pertinent issues related to students’ language ideology, identity, inequality and imbalance 
societal power that emerged in the findings have taken the direction of this discussion beyond 
the students’ classroom walls. Voices of the participating OA students reflect their language 
ideology that highlights the allure of English as an international language, the long-standing 
racial tension between the OA and Malays and a dilemma that constantly puts their 
indigeneity and 21st century identity at odds. Voices of their parents have also taken the issue 
of their children’s language learning to a much deeper discussion on the constant struggles 
that this Indigenous group is facing, which are heavily laced with issues related to the 
imbalance of societal power. All these findings will be unpacked in the upcoming sections 
7.2 and 7.3 in this chapter.  
 
In section 7.4 of this chapter, the discussion then focuses on findings related to the beliefs 
that teachers of OA students hold about their OA students. In this regard, the study has found 
that while some teachers expressed positive views about their OA students, many of these 
teachers framed their beliefs about their OA students using a deficit thinking lens. In 
unpacking teachers’ deficit theorising about their OA students, the recurring theme of 
imbalance power dynamic between the wider OA communities and the educational 
institutions, are reiterated in the discussion. To unpack these findings, the discussion in 
section 7.4 is framed using Valencia’s (2010) model for dismantling contemporary deficit 
thinking , and Freire’s (2005) concept of banking education.  
 
Section 7.5 explores the utilisation of the participating OA students’ linguistic and cultural 
knowledge in their school based learning. In this regard, a mixed pattern of classroom 
practices has been found. While the students’ linguistic knowledge was actively used to 
support learning, other elements of their cultural knowledge, however, was generally 
marginalised. In section 7.5, the potential of leveraging the OA students’ linguistic 
knowledge in supporting their classroom-based learning, particularly in language learning is 
discussed in greater detail in relation to the ideas of translanguaging. In addition, the issue of 
the marginalisation of OA cultural knowledge is also discussed using Bourdieu (1991) 
notions of cultural capital. To respond to this marginalisation, section 7.5 also includes a 
discussion on how the affordances for the OA language classrooms can be streamlined using 
Aronin’s (2012) framework for streamlining affordances. 
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Next, section 7.6 of this chapter presents some interesting findings that give us useful insights 
into the lives of a group of high achieving OA students (the select-entry students) that took 
part in this study. It should be noted here that a thorough investigation on this relatively 
unknown group of students is beyond the scope of this study. Nonetheless, findings related 
to this select-entry students are worth highlighting in this chapter as an attempt to deconstruct 
the deficit language that have constantly emerged in discussions related to the academic 
achievement of OA students in Malaysia.  
 
As a whole, the upcoming sections (7.1 to 7.6) in this chapter aim to explore findings that 
will eventually provide some answers to the earlier-posed research questions. Based on these 
answers, a conclusion is drawn at the end of this chapter (section 7.7).  

7.1 The Roles of OA Languages, Malay and English in  OA 
language ecology 
 
As mentioned earlier, the discussion on the roles of OA languages, Malay and English in the 
OA language ecology in this chapter is framed using the Dominant Language Constellation 
(DLC) theory. As defined by Aronin (2012), a language user’s Dominant Language 
Constellation (DLC) is the group of their most important languages that function as an entire 
unit to enable the user to meet all demands in the language environment. As Aronin (2012) 
further explains, member languages of a particular DLC may hold different levels of status 
such as “the international language, regional lingua franca, state language and minority 
language” (p.60). These member languages, which accommodate each other,  fulfill different 
functions of communication, interaction and identity marking (Aronin, 2012). The DLC lens 
is apt for the purposes of this study because as found in the data, while all OA students in this 
study have more than two languages interacting in their language ecology, not all languages 
are equally important. In addition, DLC is also a useful lens for this study because as Aronin 
(2014) mentions, it does not focus on a language speaker’s or his/her community’s overall 
linguistic skills, but specifically emphasises on the vehicle languages. In this regard, the 
vehicle languages “are languages that stand out as being of prime importance” (Aronin, 2012, 
p.62).  In the context of this study, for most OA students, the vehicle languages that have 
been identified  in the data are OA languages, Malay and English.  
 
To identify the roles of these vehicle languages in the DLCs of OA students in Malaysia, we 
must first map the DLCs that emerged in the data. In her work, Aronin (2014) demonstrates 
how the mapping of the DLC and language repertoire of a Russian-speaking community in 
Israel could be done. Drawing on this framework, I have mapped the DLCs and language 
repertoires of the participating OA students based on the findings of this study. Findings that 
were uncovered from the student interview, photovoice project and sharing circles provided 
vital information for the mapping process. However, before we explore this further, it is worth 
noting here that as cautioned by Aronin (2019), these DLC maps should only be seen as a 
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generalized visualization rather than strictly quantitative.  Apart from that, it should be noted 
that as the number and diversity of DLCs in societies are encompassable (Aronin, 2012), the 
maps presented in this discussion are only those that represent the most common patterns 
found amongst the participating OA students. For most students in this study, their DLC and 
language repertoire can be visualised as in Figure 55 below: 
 
Figure 55 
DLC Map for Most OA Students 
 

 
Stars in the inner circle  : languages of DLC 
Stars on the orbit : language repertoires 
Stars at the corner : languages encountered in the wider community 
Stars at the top : languages that the individual is merely in some degree aware of 
 
As seen in Figure 55, for the majority of OA students who participated in this study, their 
DLC consists of an OA language (Semai/Temiar/Semelai/Jakun/Temuan/Seletar), Malay and 
English. In this regard, a particular student may have Semai, Temiar, Jakun, Semelai or other 
OA language as their local language. Some students who are from a mixed OA parentage 
background may have more than one OA language in their DLC. The composition of the 
vehicle  languages in the above DLC reflects Aronin’s (2012) claim suggesting that a DLC 
frequently includes languages of different levels of status. In this context, the DLC is 
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composed of a local OA language, a state (national) language (Malay) and an international 
language (English).   
 
Outside the students’ dominant constellation, stars on the orbits represent other languages 
that constitute their wider language repertoire. To identify the language repertoire, I refer to 
Aronin’s (2019) definition of language repertoire, which is “the sum or the storage of 
available language varieties and/or skills, registers, styles, and other language assets 
accumulated in one’s life” (p.15). According to Aronin (2019), these are the languages that 
are mastered less or seldom used in the students’ lives.  Based on the findings of this study, 
for most of the participating OA students, their language repertoire include languages such 
as Chinese, Arabic, Indonesian Malay and Korean. As demonstrated in the data, the influence 
of Chinese is evident in the students’ everyday lives including in their use of Malaysian 
English. Most students are also familiar with the Indonesian Malay due to the strong presence 
of its popular culture. Arabic, on the other hand, is also common due to its important status 
in the language ecology of Malaysia as the Islamic language. In addition, findings from the 
photovoice project also demonstrate the influence of Korean in the lives of young OA as a 
result of the spread of Korean popular culture. Although these languages are quite common 
in the students’ language ecology, they are seldom used and the students do not have high 
mastery levels of the languages.  
 
Next, as depicted in Figure 55 stars in the top right corner represent the languages that the 
students may encounter in the wider Malaysian sociolinguistic landscape. In this case, other 
OA languages may belong to this category as most students are familiar with them although 
they do not necessarily speak the languages. Tamil is also another language that students are 
familiar with as it is the main language for the Indian communities in Malaysia. However, 
none of the students in this study speaks Tamil. In addition to Tamil and other OA languages, 
students also encounter  Japanese and Thai in their wider community either through popular 
culture or association with other community members. Finally, stars at the top of the map in 
Figure 55 represent the languages that most of these OA students are aware of, which are 
Portugese, Dutch, Spanish and French.  
 
Apart from the DLC visualized in Figure 55, a small number of the participating OA students 
have a different DLC map. Figure 56 below maps another DLC that  emerged amongst 
students who had attended Chinese vernacular primary schools.  
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Figure 56 
DLC Map of Some OA Students 
 

 
 
Stars in the inner circle : languages of DLC 
Stars on the orbit : language repertoires 
Stars at the corner : languages encountered in the wider community 
Stars at the top : languages that the individual is merely in some degree aware of 
 
 
For this group of students, there is an additional vehicle language in their DLCs, which is 
Chinese. Apart from the additional vehicle language, other features in these students’ 
linguistic repertoires remain the same as the common DLC of OA students (presented in 
Figure 55).  
 
Now that we have discussed the features of the DLCs and the language repertoires of OA 
students in this study, we can then explore the roles that the vehicle languages play in the 
dominant constellation. In line with what Aronin (2012) suggests, the vehicle languages in 
the DLC of OA students   fulfill different functions of communication, interaction and identity 
marking. Among the three vehicle languages, a student’s respective OA language plays an 
important role as an important identity marker for themselves, their parents and the 
communities. This Indigenous tongue is viewed as an important cultural inheritance and is 
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also considered as a solidarity marker amongst community members. Within home and local 
environments, the OA language plays the most important role in family interactions. 
However, outside the home and local environments, OA languages suffered stigmatisation 
perpetuated by the mainstream society. Due to this stigmatisation, OA communities were 
constantly labelled as the “others” or “the strange people” when they speak their Indigenous 
tongues. This highlights how OA languages have become both a symbol of pride that 
epitomes the OA identities while at the same time pose the risk of symbolic violence to their 
speakers.  
 
The Malay language, on the other hand, holds a more powerful status in the students’ DLCs 
. Findings from this study reveal that Malay is widely used as a lingua franca in the students’ 
daily lives, which makes it an important unification tool reflecting its main role as the national 
language in Malaysia (Alias & Shuhaib, 2015). This not only applies to OA students’ 
interactions with mainstream society, but also extends to interactions with fellow OA from 
other subethnic groups. Being the medium of instruction at schools, the importance of Malay 
as one of the vehicle languages in the students’ DLC is prominent in their academic life. This 
is in line with the findings of some previous studies (reviewed in the literature review chapter 
earlier) that recorded the increasing importance of Malay within OA communities (Hasan et 
al., 2015; Colluzi et al., 2017).  One of the factors for this increase, as suggested by Roshidah 
et al. (2015), is due to the status of Malay as an official/ national language. However, in the 
context of this study, it should also be noted that despite the wide use of Malay, none of the 
participants related the role of Malay as a language that invokes patriotism or nationalism. 
This raises a question on whether OA students have the same language loyalty towards Malay 
like how they do towards their Indigenous tongues. The issue of language loyalty is beyond 
the scope of this study, but more research on language loyalty amongst OA is indeed needed 
for a more comprehensive understanding of their DLCs.  
 
In comparison to Malay, which is a lingua franca in many domains of these students’ lives, 
English appears to play an increasingly more prominent role in their lives. Although English 
is formally taught in schools, the allure of English in the lives of OA students is stronger in 
the domains of communication, technology and entertainment, where a lot of leisure activities 
take place. This correlates with Pennycook’s (2010) claim that suggests language choices are 
not solely motivated by economic and utilitarian goals only but also pleasures and desires. In 
this study, some parents felt that English played a limited role in their lives, but its status as 
an international language was widely acknowledged by the participating OA communities. 
While some findings of some previous studies suggested that English was not a common 
language in the OA households (Adnan & Saad, 2010; Renganathan, 2016) , this study, on the 
other hand, found that this trend is gradually changing. With the widespread use of various 
communication technologies and the common presence of popular culture, the use of English 
within the home setting is increasingly more visible among the young OA individuals. Apart 
from that, it is also worth noting here that English also plays a symbolic role in the lives of 
OA students. The language is largely associated with sophistication, success, transnational 
mobility and higher status. Such perceptions have shaped the way OA students imagine their 
future identity. As we proceed with the discussion in this chapter, more about OA students’ 
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imagined identities and language ideologies is detailed in subsection 7.1.1. 

 
The above discussion on the roles of the vehicle languages in the constellation  helps us to 
have a clearer picture of the characteristics of the DLCs of OA students in Malaysia. In this 
study, it was found that the vehicle languages accommodate each other in the constellation. 
As Aronin and Singleton (2012) claim, the linguistic qualities and social functioning of a 
language are not the same when it is used in situations where it is used in a constellation as 
compared to when used separately. In the context of this study, it was also found that when 
these member languages are viewed separately outside their constellation, their social 
functions become different. The OA languages, for example, are viewed as a strong identity 
marker when they are viewed independently. However, when put together with other 
languages in the DLC, they are viewed more negatively as a result of stigmatisation. More 
about the tension that arises due to the inequality amongst these languages is discussed later 
in this chapter. Here, it should also be emphasised that although these vehicle languages 
accommodate each other in the constellation, their discrete roles are not always clear. Later in 
this chapter, I will demonstrate how  these vehicle languages are used as an integrated unit to 
achieve a particular communicative goal using instances of translanguaging practices captured 
in the language classrooms of OA students and the participants’ comments about their 
language ideologies. 
 
In addition, the DLC also provides a clear representation of how different languages in the 
lives of OA students can be mapped within the global and local frames. This, as Aronin and 
Singleton point out, allows us to further explore the enabling and empowering nature of the 
constellation and its member languages. In the context of this study, by mapping the 
languages in such a way, we can visualize not only the relationships between the vehicle 
languages (OA languages, Malay and English) but also among  other languages that co-exist 
in the language ecology of OA students. The facts that the increasing familiarity of English 
in the OA households and the presence of other less known languages such as French, Spanish 
and Portuguese suggest that globalisation has also shaped language practices of OA students 
in Malaysia. This finding, in return, also provides us with some useful insights on how 
globalization and the transcultural flow that is attached to it are shaping the indigeneity of 
young OA individuals. In this regard, the wide use of communication technologies in the lives 
of OA students has enabled these students to learn more about other cultures. It shows that 
like many other global Indigenous communities, the OA of Malaysia are also affected by 
globalisation in some ways. This, then, begs a question to be raised- If globalization, as Smith 
(2012) claims, poses threats to the indigeneity of already marginalized Indigenous peoples, 
how can we mitigate the threats in regards to the survival of the cultural and linguistic 
knowledge of OA in Malaysia? In one of the upcoming subsections of this chapter, this 
concern is explored in greater detail.  
 
Delving deeper into the discussion of the characteristics of the DLCs of OA students, it is 
hard to miss the two themes that had emerged, which are identity and inequality amongst 
languages. These themes reflect the characteristic of DLC as a model that relates to the notion 
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of identity and social spectre of languages Aronin (2019). To ease understanding, these two 
themes are individually discussed in subsections 7.1.1 and 7.1.2 below.   
 

7.1.1 Language, Identity and Imagined Communities. 
 
As mentioned earlier, it was found that the roles of OA languages, Malay and English are 
somewhat fluid in the DLCs of OA students and they fulfill different functions that sometimes 
overlap. One of the functions that these languages play is as an identity marker. To varying 
degrees, these languages play significant roles in the students’ present and future identities as 
they had imagined. The finding is in line with Aronin and Singleton’s (2012b) claim that says 
a DLC helps to trace the life trajectories of individuals, which are full of histories of peoples 
and places. In this study, placing the discussion within the sociohistorical context of the lives 
of OA communities is essential because as highlighted in the literature review earlier, it is 
crucial to link the Indigenous people’s past experiences with their current situations and 
future aspirations (Smith, 2012).  
 
To explore how these languages mark OA students’ identities, I draw on Bonny Norton’s 
(2013) notion of identity. Norton (2013) defines identity as “the way a person understands 
his or her relationship with the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and 
space, and how the person understands possibilities for the future” (p.6).  Norton explains 
that in forming an identity, practices and sources are mutually constitutive. While structural 
conditions and social contexts do to some extent have influence on identity, they are not the 
only factors determining language practices. In this regard, learner agency also plays a role 
in enabling language learners to reframe their relationship with others and subsequently shape 
their identities (Norton, 2013).  
 
Norton (2013) also links the notion of identity with Anderson’s (1991) concept of imagined 
communities, which refers to the intagible groups of people with whom we connect through 
the power of the imagination. In the imagined communities, individuals visualise or imagine 
their future relationships with the world and these imaginations, to some extent, are shaped 
by their past. In this regard, the imagined community is  a desired community that offers “an 
enhanced range of identity options for the future” (Pavlanko & Norton, 2007, p. 598). Norton 
(2013) also emphasises that the imagined communities, although intangible, may have a 
greater influence on students’ current actions and decisions in their learning compared to the 
realities they experience in their present lives.  
 
Drawing on the above notions of identity and  imagined communities, the identities of OA 
students in this study are explored by looking into how languages in their language 
constellations may explain the students’ relationships with the world.  As mentioned earlier, 
almost all participating OA students and parents regard their OA tongues as a significant 
identity marker that needs to be maintained despite the languages not being desired capitals 
outside their home lives. To them, these Indigenous languages are also important for 
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solidarity in OA communities. The loss of their Indigenous language is viewed as the loss of 
their Indigenous identity as well. The strong language loyalty exhibited by participants in this 
study reflects May’s (2012) claim that states a language is strongly linked to its speakers’ 
ethnic and national identities even though it may not be intrinsically valuable in itself.  
 
However, in terms of national identity, none of the participating OA feels any strong 
association with Malay as a reflection of their national identity. Despite being widely 
accepted as the national language by participants, it is worth noting that this study found no 
evidence suggesting that the presence of Malay in the lives of OA students invoked any 
nationalism amongst them. In this context, the students did not seem to develop any 
attachment to Malay like how they did with their own OA tongues. Instead, Malay was valued 
solely for its utilitarian purposes. In fact, as illustrated in the student interviews, some 
respondents were not worried about losing Malay despite its status as the national language. 
In this thesis, there is no evidence showing that the participating OA students put much 
emphasis on their national identities in their imagined communities. In contrast, English was 
perceived to have a more favourable role in defining OA students’ imagined identities as 
successful OA in the future. The gathered data shed light on how OA students imagined their 
social identities and cultural identities in the future. The participating students imagined that 
in their future linguistic markets, English would be a prized entity - a valuable capital for 
economic and social upward mobility. In these imaginations, a successful individual would 
be one with high proficiency in English language. Portrayals of these imagined identities give 
us useful insights into the portrayals of their imagined communities as well.  
 
In this regard, it is useful to look at Pavlanko and Norton’s (2007) illustration of how the roles 
of English in the imagined identities could be visualised differently in different contexts. 
Drawing on the examples taken from the African context, Pavlanko and Norton have 
examined how English could be viewed as a global language or a language of colonialism 
while some communities may take a more neutral stance or choose to appropriate and 
indigenise English. In the case of OA students in this study, it is evident that English is 
welcomed as an important capital that will enable them to reconstruct their present identities 
from the ones that are marginalised and subjugated into a more global  and empowered 
identity. This sentiment confirms Norton’s (2013) claim that the target language community 
could be viewed as a transformation to a more desired community that offers possibilities for 
an enhanced range of identity options.  
 
The above-discussed findings paint a clearer picture of how OA students relate themselves 
with the world in the present and future. It also helps us develop a better understanding of 
OA students’ social identity and cultural identity (Norton, 1997). Within their own OA 
communities, the participating OA students are keen to maintain their cultural identities 
through the maintenance of their Indigenous tongues despite conflicts that may arise as a 
result of the stigmatisation of OA languages. The internalised struggles that they face as a 
marginalised group in the country have, to some extent, shaped their life trajectories, leaving 
many of the participating OA students eager to redefine their social identities by pushing the 
boundaries beyond the national identities. In addition, other external factors such as schools, 
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telecommunication technology and popular culture within the larger social world have also 
encouraged the OA students to aim for a more cosmopolitan and globalised identity that 
embraces English as a prized linguistic capital for their present and future lives. 
 

7.1.2 Inequality amongst languages. 
 
In this study, it was also found that even though the vehicle languages (OA languages, Malay 
and English) function as an integrated unit, there is inequality amongst them. The first 
instance of inequality can be traced between Malay and OA languages. Malay, being the 
language of the most dominant ethnic group (Malay), dominates many parts of OA students’ 
lives (outside their family lives) at the expense of their own Indigenous tongues. It can be 
seen that the more superior status of Malay as the national language has given it a more 
favourable status over OA languages in the wider Malaysian linguistic market. As the national 
language, Malay also is also used as the medium of instruction in national type schools 
including in OA schools.  
 
Findings from this study have uncovered some examples of inequality between the majority 
language and minority languages, which eventually reflects and creates imbalanced societal 
power between OA communities and the mainstream society, particularly the Malays. These  
instances gave insight into the OA communities’ struggles in facing what Pierre Bourdieu 
(1991) labels as symbolic domination by the more powerful group in the society. As 
explained by Bourdieu, “the distinctiveness of symbolic domination lies precisely in the fact 
that it assumes, of those who submit to it, an attitude which challenges the usual dichotomy 
of freedom and constraint” (p.51). In this study, OA parents believed that it was important 
for their children to speak fluent Malay and not to sound “OA” when they spoke Malay. 
According to these parents, this was crucial so that they would not get bullied at school or 
cheated when making transactions with the mainstream communities in the nearest town as 
they believed that having an OA accent would give away their identities to the mainstream 
communities. Similarly, some students also admitted that they felt self-conscious when using 
their native tongues in public as they did not want to be perceived as strange or odd by the 
non-OA communities (Section 4.2). In this case, the imbalanced societal power is reflected 
through the stigmatisation of OA languages discussed in student interviews and parent 
sharing circles. Being the languages of one of the most disadvantaged minority groups in 
Malaysia, it is clear that OA languages hold a lower status compared to Malay and English.  
 
What is more, these experiences illustrate how the OA communities have to succumb to the 
symbolic domination, which subsequently forces them to conceal their OA identities in order 
to avoid any symbolic violence. Although this was seen as a coping mechanism/strategy by 
the parents and students, the action might have also brought about more complicated 
consequences. As Bourdieu (1991) argues, by confirming the symbolic power of a more 
dominant language, the dominated group has in fact supports the system that discriminates 
against them in the first place. In this context, by confirming the symbolic power of the 
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Malays and Malay language, the OA students and parents have in fact unknowingly support 
a system of evaluation that constantly reproduces an environment that works against them. In 
other words, by believing that they need to conceal their Indigenous identity by sounding as 
Malay as possible has, to some extent, legitimised the symbolic power of Malays. In this 
thesis, I argue that this act of legitimisation of Malay as a more powerful language could 
adversely facilitate the reproduction of symbolic domination and imbalanced societal power 
in the sociolinguistic landscape of OA.   
 
In addition, the implementation of OA language policy in the participating schools also 
highlights the imbalanced societal power relations within the academic settings. As reported 
in Chapter Six, it was found that teachers did not view students’ native tongues as being 
relevant to their school lives. In the same chapter, it is also reported that although the teaching 
of Semai was compulsory, data have revealed that the policy implementation was ineffective 
and compensatory in nature. In fact, instead of offering Semai in their timetable, schools have 
replaced the slots with more Malay lessons. In one of the schools, Arabic was taught instead 
of Semai due to the high proportion of Muslim students in the school. These decisions 
highlight the salient effects of symbolic domination within the OA school setting. In this 
chapter, symbolic domination is a recurring theme that is discussed from multiple 
perspectives. In congruence with the issue of imbalanced societal power, the school decision 
to replace Semai lessons with either Malay or Arabic lessons reiterates the symbolic 
domination faced by the OA communities inside and outside school settings. Similar to the 
situations previously discussed in subsection 7.1.1, OA students and parents had to succumb 
to the school authoritative power in deciding how the Semai language policy should be 
implemented.   
 
With the authoritative power that the school had, the decision to teach Arabic instead of Semai 
to these OA children was made based on the national school policy that mandates all Muslim 
students in public primary schools to learn Arabic, the language of Islam, as an additional 
language. The local OA communities, on the other hand, had no equal power to negotiate or 
voice their concerns. On a deeper level, the school decision to prioritise Arabic despite its 
status as a foreign language in Malaysia not only raises the question of the value that is 
attached to OA local languages, but also invokes a long-standing issue of Islamisation of the 
OA in Malaysia.  
 
In this regard, it is also crucial to note that prioritising other languages over the OA local 
languages may  lead to a language shift and language displacement in OA communities. 
According to May (2011), the process of language displacement usually involves:  
 
1. initial language contact leading to minority status of the historically associated 

language;   
2. bilingualism where the original language is retained but the new language is also 

acquired;   
3. recessive use of the old language, limited largely to intra-ethnic communication;   
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4. increasingly unstable bilingualism, eventually leading to monolingualism in the 
new language   (p.154) 

 
In this context, data show that the participating OA communities were in the third stage of 
the process- where multilingualism had been embraced with OA languages were largely 
reserved for intra-ethnic communication. To be more specific, the language policies 
mentioned in Chapter Two earlier clearly prioritizes Malay and English languages with the 
minority OA languages being marginalized. On top of Malay and English, this study also 
found that OA languages have to also compete with Arabic. Despite being a foreign language 
in Malaysia, Arabic is regarded as the more valuable language due to its association with 
Islam. Because of the symbolic domination that exists in the school system, this perception 
has also been imposed on some of the participating OA students, who were required to learn 
the Islamic language at the expense of their own native languages.   
 
Delving deeper, findings of this study also indicate that there is also inequality even amongst 
the OA languages. When viewed separately, each of these OA languages is perceived as an 
important identity marker. However, when placed together in the wider  sociolinguistics 
landscape, these languages may not necessarily occupy the same status. Earlier in this thesis, 
it has been mentioned that in the formal academic setting, only Semai Perak is taught as a 
subject. This indirectly reflects the more special status that the variety enjoys compared to 
the other OA languages like Temiar, Jakun, Temuan and others. In this instance, as suggested 
by one of the interviewed OA teachers, the decision to adopt Semai Perak was made partly 
because there were more Semai Perak speakers amongst the participating policy makers. It 
was also mentioned that the Semai group was relatively more successful and powerful 
compared to the other OA subgroups. This means that the imbalanced societal power does 
not only exist between the OA communities and the mainstream communities, but also within 
the OA communities themselves. This phenomenon confirms the earlier-mentioned view of 
Aronin and Singleton (2012a), which suggests that the linguistic qualities and social 
functioning of a language are not the same when it is used in a constellation as compared to 
when used separately.  
 
Here, it is important to reiterate that the imbalanced societal power, as discussed above, has 
produced and reproduced the habitus and linguistic markets (Bourdieu, 1991) that constantly 
devalue and stigmatise OA languages, which ultimately reproduces the inherited inequality 
in OA communities. In this context, the imbalanced societal power within the wider  socio-
political landscape has created school environments that are not supportive of OA struggles. 
However, despite the imbalanced power relations, it is also crucial to note that teachers’ 
willingness to allow translanguaging practices to take place within the school environments 
(as found in the observation data) has indirectly empowered the local OA tongues despite 
them being minority languages. Later in this chapter, the possibility of challenging this power 
imbalance and empowering OA students through translanguaging practices is explored in 
detail. 
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As a whole, the above discussion has brought us  to three important conclusions. First, it 
highlights the fluidity of the roles of the vehicle languages (OA languages, Malay and 
English) in the students’ DLCs. It shows that although these languages are respectively 
labelled as the home/local, national and international languages, almost all of them (along 
with a fourth language in some cases) were found to be used simultaneously in OA students’ 
daily lives. Therefore, by viewing them as discrete entities with different assigned status 
(home language, national language and international language), a holistic understanding of 
the sociolinguistic landscape of OA communities may not be achieved. Such a stand is also 
in line with those presented in the works of Makoni & Pennycook (2007) and Creese & 
Blackledge (2015), who suggest that languages should not be viewed as discrete items but 
rather in terms of an integrated system that can be strategically used to achieve different 
functions. 
 
Secondly, the above discussion also shows that by understanding the ways vehicle languages 
in a DLC accommodate each other and interact with other languages surrounding the 
constellation, a student’s linguistic profile can be developed. In line with the conception of 
DLC, such a profile helps us understand the reality of an OA student’s life by acknowledging 
the effect of super-diversity in their sociolinguistics landscape while at the same time taking 
into account the uniqueness and specificity of the particular DLC. In this regard, various 
factors such as past experiences of the participating OA students, their current predicaments 
and future aspirations play important roles in shaping their language practices. These factors 
also shape their present and imagined identities, which encompass their struggles to reinvent 
a new future identity to combat symbolic domination by mainstream society.  
 
Finally, the above discussion also shows how the affordances of digital technologies and 
globalisation have created opportunities for OA students to engage with the outside world, 
even at the international level.  To be more specific, it points us to the effects of popular 
cultures and globalisation, where OA students are now exposed to more languages through 
different media. Based on the findings of this study, it is no longer accurate to claim that OA 
students are not exposed to an international language such as English in their daily lives 
despite living in rural areas. To some extent, the affordances of digital technologies and 
globalisation are instrumental in not only shaping language practices of young OA 
individuals, but also allowing them to explore new trajectories that eventually will reinvent 
their indigeneity.   
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7.2  Attitudes of OA Students towards OA languages, 
Malay and English 
 
The second major theme that was explored in this investigation is the attitudes of OA students 
towards the vehicle languages in their DLCs, which are the OA languages, Malay and 
English. Through a series of individual interviews, this study has explored students’ attitudes 
toward the above-mentioned languages by looking into how they valued each language in 
terms of its degree of importance and the social status attached to the language. As a whole, 
students unanimously showed positive attitudes towards English, which they regarded as the 
most important language for them to master. Such positive attitudes were closely related to 
the value that they attached to English as an international language that is highly prized in the 
global marketplace. In addition, English was also highly regarded as a language of status and 
success. 
 
In contrast, students showed more lukewarm attitudes towards their national language, Malay. 
While they did not necessarily hold negative attitudes towards Malay, they saw very little 
economic importance in Malay and did not see the language as an important identity marker.  
In fact, this study also found that some students believed that they were ready to shift from 
Malay to English as they largely viewed English as a prized linguistic capital for their future. 
Students’ attitudes towards their own Indigenous languages were more complicated. On one 
hand, the participating students showed positive attitudes towards their OA languages, which 
they believed to be their identity markers and solidarity tools. On the other hand, some 
students held some prejudice towards their own Indigenous tongues. As we delve deeper into 
this discussion, more on the above-mentioned attitudes is presented in greater detail.  
 
To further understand what shapes the attitudes of the participating OA students, this thesis 
argues that it is important to further explore the findings from the perspective of language 
ideology. This is because as mentioned by Gerrett (2010), language attitudes are influenced 
by powerful ideological positions. In the context of this study, students’ attitudes towards 
their Indigenous languages, Malay and English provide us with some insight on their 
language ideologies. For the purpose of this study, the discussion on language ideology of 
OA students is framed by Tollefson (2013), Blommaert (2010) and Pennycook’s (2014) 
views of ideology and language ideology.   
 
According to Tollefson (2013), ideology refers to “the implicit, usually unconscious 
assumptions and language behaviour that fundamentally determine how human beings 
interpret events” (p.26). More specifically, Blommaert (2009) views language ideologies as 
the conceptions that language users have in regard to the value, status, norms, functions and 
ownership of a particular language are the ideological constructs that shape the behavior of 
language users. These ideologies, according to Phillips (1998) are shaped by factors like 
political and economic interests as well as the relationship between the dominating and the 
dominated play important roles. In addition, Pennycook (2013) believes that in discussing 
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language ideology, it is important to explore how people understand a particular language 
locally and how the locality affects people’s interpretations of the language. Drawing on these 
views, I attempt to explore how the participating OA communities view the different 
languages that coexist in their complex language ecology. To explore these views, the 
discussion will focus on the participants’ conceptions of value, status, functions and 
ownership of their OA languages, Malay and English.   
 
As pointed in section 4.2 earlier, it has emerged that many participants did not value their 
native tongue as a valuable linguistic capital due to the limited domains that these languages 
could operate in. In contrast, participants attach a higher value to Malay for its utilitarian and 
cohesion functions. English, on the other hand, has emerged as a language that occupies a 
position of status for cultural and economic reasons. In the context of this study, it is 
interesting to note that even though English lacks practical use in OA students’ lives, it is still 
a highly valued capital for upward social mobility and transnational possibilities. Overall, 
these trends lead us to several issues that are worth discussing.   
 
First, it is interesting to note that despite the low economic value attached to their native 
tongues, many OA students had an attachment to their OA languages, which they regarded 
as an identity marker and a sign of solidarity in the communities. The attachment shown by 
these students suggests that they had developed their own sense of ownership towards their 
Indigenous languages. In contrast, this study found no evidence to show that the participating 
OA students developed the same sense of ownership for Malay despite it being a more 
dominant language in their lives. These findings suggest that in the case of these OA students, 
Malay is indeed a tool for unity among different ethnic groups but it is not necessarily viewed 
as a shared identity. These views also suggest that in the participating OA communities, the 
status of Malay as a national language does not result in linguistic nationalism as it does not 
invoke any nationalism/patriotism amongst OA students.  This is certainly in contrast with 
the aspirations of Malay nationalists who advocate that the Malay langauge should become a 
shared identity of all Malaysians and a tool to unite all ethnic groups (Dumanic, et. al, 2012). 
 
With the long-standing tension between the OA and Malays, which has soured the 
relationship for centuries, it is therefore not surprising to see that the OA students not feeling 
much attachment to Malay.  In this context, it is also crucial to return to the discussion on 
ketuanan Melayu (Malay supremacy) ideology that had driven the nationalists’ efforts to 
promote and encourage Malay in the post independent Malaya (Dumanic et al., 2012). This 
also raises the question if OA students view the privileging of Malay as the national language 
as a promotion of the ketuanan Melayu ideology that needs to be resisted. In other words, the 
less positive attitudes towards Malay may be an indication of OA students’ resistance towards 
what Pierre Bourdieu (1991) labelled as symbolic domination by the more dominant ethnic 
Malays. In the subsequent sections, where I explore the issues of imbalanced societal power 
and identity, this view is discussed in further detail.   
 
In this study, participants’ attitudes towards English were unanimously positive.  For 
example, as discussed in Chapter Four and Chapter Five earlier, OA students and parents 
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regarded English with a high value and status. In fact, the attitudes of students and parents 
towards English were generally more positive than towards the national language. Proficiency 
in English is seen as a symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) that can be converted into other 
symbolic and material capitals. The high value attached to English language despite its lack 
of immediate practical use in the communities brings up several important points related to 
OA language ideologies.   
 
First, it highlights the present allure of English as an international language that is perceived 
as a symbol of sophistication and high status amongst the OA students. In this regard, English 
is viewed as a valuable capital for economic and social upward mobility as well as 
transnational possibilities. This shows that to the participating OA communities, English (as 
a linguistic capital) has good convertibility across types of capital and across markets. 
Therefore, although English does not serve any local needs in students’ present lives, 
proficiency in the language is seen as a good investment for the future. Such a view towards 
English is certainly not unique to OA communities alone. Research conducted with different 
communities in different parts of the world including Pakistan, Peru, China and South Korea 
also found similar views being widely shared (Norton & Kamal, 2003; Murcia, 2003; Park & 
Abelmann; 2004).  
 
According to Pennycook (2017) the effects of the spread of English can be viewed as 
homogenic, heterogenic or neither homogenic nor heterogenic.  In the case of OA 
communities in this study, data show that the effects are neither homogenic nor heterogenic. 
Given the intricacy of the discussion on attitudes towards English as an international 
language, this thesis argues that we should not exclude the collusionary, delusionary and 
exclusionary effects of English (Pennycook, 2007) from this discussion. In this regard, 
Pennycook (2007) outlines several myths of English as a language of development and 
opportunity. He claims that English is often falsely seen as a language of international 
communication while in reality, it is also a language that is embedded in processes of 
globalisation. Secondly, English is also considered as a valuable tool for upward mobility 
without considering other factors such as one’s positions that may also influnce the process. 
In addition, English is also falsely regraded as a language of equal opportunity while it may, 
in reality, create barriers in some circumstances. 
 
The above-mentioned myths resonate with attitudes shown by the participating OA students 
and parents towards English. While all participants agreed that English would open doors to 
a better future for OA communities in general, the question of how English could also 
possibly create more barriers for the OA students should also be carefully considered. In this 
study, parents’ concerns about the practicality of using English in their locality should not be 
disregarded. In addition, this conversation also begs for this question to be answered - how 
many of these marginalised OA students would actually get equal opportunities in unleashing 
their true potential in learning English within the formal education system?  While it is true 
that OA students were underachieving in the English subject (as highlighted in the 
introductory chapter earlier), this study also found some positive development in OA 
language classrooms that may support their English language learning better.  To be more 
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specific, translanguaging practices were found to be widely practiced in the observed 
classrooms and they provided OA students with an avenue to have a more equal power 
dynamic in language learning, which in return leveraged their existing linguistic capitals. 
Students’ translanguaging practices will be explored in greater detail later in this chapter.    
 
It is also worth taking note that data collected in this study supports Garrett’s (2010) view 
that claims attitudes are learned, and these attitudes are shaped by personal experiences and 
social environment including the media. In this context, there is plenty of evidence that 
suggests students’ exposure to digital media and popular culture have led to their positive 
attitudes towards English. Their personal experiences knowing “successful or famous people” 
who speak English fluently may have also shaped their attitudes towards the language. In the 
case of Malay, their relationship with the majority Malay, when put within a broader socio-
historical context, may have ignited their lukewarm attitudes towards the languages.  
Similarly, these students’ social environment that generally stigmatises their OA languages 
may have led to the conflicting attitudes that they held towards their Indigenous languages. 
In a nutshell, OA students’ attitudes towards their OA languages, Malay and English are 
vastly shaped by various factors, and this highlights their struggle to uphold their OA 
identities and aspirations while cautiously navigate the unequal relationships that they have 
with the more dominating counterparts.  
 
Applying an affordance lens to this overall discussion on the attitudes of OA students towards 
their OA languages, Malay and English, the above findings provide us with some insightful 
instances that explain the dynamic mutuality between identity and milieu. In this regard, the 
students’ past and present experiences as well as their imagined future become the 
instrumental factors in shaping their identities as young OA individuals.  In addition, the 
findings also show that the affordances of  each of these languages is connected to the features 
of the language and features of the learners and users. To be more specific, it was found that 
being the languages of one of the most marginalised minority groups in Malaysia, OA 
languages are often associated with disabling affordances. In contrast, being one of the most 
important global languages, English is largely associated with enabling affordances. 
Therefore, in line with Aronin and Singleton’s (2012a) recommendation, this thesis argues 
that knowledge about these linguistic affordances is important to help researchers, teachers 
and other stakeholders make language learning more effective for the OA language learning. 
Later in this chapter, I will explain how this could possibly be achieved.  
 

7.3 Attitudes of OA parents towards the main language 
and their children’s schooling experiences 
 
Another important finding uncovered in this study is the attitudes of OA parents towards the 
three main languages in the language ecology of Orang Asli (OA language, Malay and 
English) and their attitudes towards the children’s schooling experiences in general. Overall, 
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stories relayed by parents in this study reflect their positive attitudes towards their children’s 
multilingual practices. Similar to the children, OA parents in this study showed mixed 
attitudes towards their Indigenous tongues. Echoing the children’s views, all OA parents 
considered OA languages as important identity markers and solidarity tools. While the 
parents viewed their respective Indigenous language as an important heritage that should be 
maintained by the younger generation, parents also spoke about stigmatisation of their 
languages and cultures, which led to the low value attached to their OA languages. Compared 
to their children, the participating parents, however, showed more positive attitudes towards 
Malay as a national language. Although many parents shared their painful experiences with 
the majority Malay ethnic group, they still valued the Malay language as an important lingua 
franca. In terms of their attitudes towards English as an international language, the 
participating OA parents viewed English as a valuable linguistic capital and they were 
supportive of their children’s English language learning. 
  
Delving deeper, findings of this study provide us with important insights on the social and 
cultural forces that shape language practices of the OA communities. As previously 
mentioned in this thesis, it was found that issues such as bullying, discrimination and 
stigmatisation of the OA cultures and identities were rampant in the research participants’ 
daily lives. To combat these issues, many parents taught their children to hide their 
indigeneity and embrace a more dominant identity (particularly the Malay identity). In terms 
of their language use, this includes “sounding less OA and more Malay” when interacting 
with outsiders. The shared experiences relayed by OA parents in this study highlight the 
problems of symbolic power and symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1991) in the language ecology 
of OA communities.  As explained by Bourdieu (1991), the cause for symbolic violence is 
linked to the relationship between three factors- the situation, the intimidating party and the 
intimidated party. This relationship, as Bourdieu explains, is defined by the whole social 
structure. In the context of this study, the parents’ strategy also reflects Bourdieu’s claim, 
which says that dispositions that form an individual’s habitus are inculcated, structured, 
durable and transposable, and may also be a reflection of the individual’s social condition. 
 
From an anti-colonial perspective, Dei and Ashghardazeh (2001) claim that the colonised 
does possess the power to challenge and subsequently subvert the oppressive structure that is 
causing the power imbalance. This may not be the case for the OA parents in this study. In 
fact, the parents’ approach to combat the perpetuated symbolic violence by embracing the 
intimidator’s language and hiding their own Indigenous identity, to some extent, might have 
unknowingly contributed to the reproduction of the symbolic violence in their communities. 
In other words, the strategy that the parents used to avoid being bullied or discriminated 
against might have actually reproduced the oppressive nature of their relationship with the 
mainstream society. It is crucial to note here that subverting the oppressive social structure 
may not always be possible for the OA communities, who lack the economic capital, cultural 
capital, social capital or symbolic capital that could be leveraged in their daily lives. As the 
national language, the Malay language is considered as the legitimate competence, which 
Bourdieu (1991) defines as the legitimate language that is perceived as valuable. In contrast, 
being the languages that belong to “the poorest of the poor'' in the country, OA languages do 
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not have the same privilege that other more dominant languages such as Malay and English 
have.  
 
Applying an affordance lens to this discussion, this draws our attention to one of the recurring 
themes, which is the dynamic mutuality of identity and milieu of language users (Aronin and 
Singleton, 2012a). In this regard, factors related to the emotional, moral, evaluative and 
intentional and cognitive aspects of language users’ lives offer a variety of affordances to 
language users (Aronin and Singleton, 2012a). In this study, the stories shared by OA parents 
in this study not only give insights into the factors behind a certain language choice in the 
communities, but  also form a collective narrative about the struggles and dilemmas that they 
have to face while navigating the imbalanced power dynamic in the present-day globalised 
milieu.  
 
In terms of parents’ attitudes toward their children’s schooling, it is important to highlight 
two key findings in this thesis. First, it is important to reiterate here while some teachers (in 
this study) had reported instances of OA parents not being supportive in their children’s 
education, voices of parents highlighted the opposite attitudes. To be more specific, OA 
parents in this study showed positive and supportive attitudes towards their children’s 
schooling. In fact, some parents claimed that they had tried to support their children with their 
homework despite having limited knowledge in the subject matter. In line with the 
decolonising agenda (Smith, 2012) that has been adopted in this study, it is important to 
deconstruct the problematic, paternalistic and unjust terms that have been used to describe 
the struggles of OA communities.  
  
Secondly, it is also important to highlight the lack of trust in the teacher-parent relationships 
that was voiced out by many parents in this study. As captured in the data (presented in 
Chapter Five), some parents shared grim stories that reflect their unpleasant experiences 
dealing with the educational institutions that were entrusted to educate their children. Delving 
deeper into this, it is crucial to note that some teachers in this study had openly voiced their 
intentions to work closely with the OA parents and communities. Therefore, it can be argued 
here that there is a gap between the parents’ grim experiences and teachers’ good intentions, 
which ultimately hinders both parties from having a trusting relationship. In the upcoming 
chapter, I outline some recommendations that may help to bridge this gap so that a more 
supportive environment could be created for OA students.  
 

7.4 Beliefs of Teachers about their OA Students.  
 
The next major theme in this study is teachers’ beliefs about their OA students, which largely 
shows the perpetuation of deficit notions related to OA students and their families. In this 
particular study, it was found that most teachers, including the OA teachers themselves, view 
OA students’ underachievement using the deficit thinking lens. The perpetuation of these 
deficit notions amount to three worrying concerns in OA formal education. First, it highlights 
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the perpetuation of an oppressive model of thinking (Valencia, 2010) among teachers. 
Second, it again reflects the issue of symbolic domination in OA formal educational setting, 
which is a recurring theme in this thesis. Third, data also show that teachers’ deficit beliefs 
concerning OA students’ educability have resulted in a practice known as banking education 
(Freire, 2005) in OA classrooms. In this subsection, I attempt to explain the issues of teachers’ 
oppressive model of thinking, symbolic domination in OA classrooms and how teachers’ 
classroom practice reflect Freire’s concept of banking education.     
 
To understand the issue of teachers’ oppressive model of thinking better, Valencia’s (2010) 
work on dismantling contemporary deficit thinking offers a framework to help us understand 
teachers’ deficit thinking. In the context of this study, teachers’ deficit views generally reflect 
three of the six characteristics of deficit thinking delineated by Valencia (2010), which are: 
1) victim blaming, 2) oppression and 3) educability. As part of victim blaming, teachers in 
this study (as reported in section 6.2) attributed the low educational attainment experienced 
by OA students to internal factors such as:  
 

• students’ lack of ability to understand or retain the information given to 
them   
• parents’ inability to support their children’s learning 

 
In addition, many teachers were convinced that their OA students were not capable of learning 
the more complex concepts due to their lack of educability. As a result, they believed that 
there was a need for a different curriculum for OA students. While the proposal for a more 
relevant curriculum should be applauded, teachers’ emphasis on reducing the levels of 
difficulty in the proposed curriculum warrants attention. This is because with such reduction, 
OA students’ learning outcomes will not match those of other mainstream students. At the 
national level, this is in contrast to the aspiration enshrined by the Ministry of Education of 
Malaysia in the Blueprint (2012), which calls for equal access for quality education for all. 
Instead of closing the achievement gap, reductionism in OA education will systematically 
disempower OA students, which will widen the power gap between this Indigenous group 
and the Malay majority even further. The disempowerment will continuously produce the 
vicious cycle of oppression experienced by the already struggling OA communities in 
Malaysia. In a nutshell, the perpetuation of deficit thinking among the teachers, although 
unintentionally, highlights the danger of educational planning that is based on the oppressive 
model of thinking.    
 
In addition, teachers also attempted to describe, explain, predict and modify the educability 
of OA students by using their Malay counterparts as the desired benchmark. The Malays were 
considered more superior and dominant than the OA. For example, teachers believed that OA 
students would be able to achieve better in schools if they were integrated into the mainstream 
society, particularly the Malay communities. Conversely, some also believed that the high 
academic achievements of some OA students were a result of their ‘integration’ with the 
Malay communities. Interestingly, even though all teachers used the term “integration” when 
explaining these views, their descriptions of how the integration process should take place 
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reflect their beliefs in the need for assimilatory integration.  Such ethnocentric views and 
staunch beliefs in the need for assimilatory integration, particularly with the Malay 
communities, reiterate the earlier-discussed issue, which is the propagation of Malay 
supremacy in the broad socio-cultural landscape of Malaysia.  
 
Within the classroom setting, the lop-sided power arrangements between teachers as deficit 
thinkers, and their disadvantaged OA students have greatly shaped teachers’ classroom 
practice. In this context, it is also crucial to note how the deficit model of thinking held by 
teachers has also shaped their classroom practices. In general, because teachers were 
convinced that OA students were not capable of learning more complex concepts on their 
own, their roles in the classroom were confined/reduced to passive listeners while teachers 
were regarded as the all-knowing information givers. These practices resonate with the 
characteristics of the banking education concept outlined by Paulo Freire (2005). The concept 
of banking education, which Freire refers to as an instrument for oppression, is worth 
exploring in this thesis as it highlights the inequality that exists in OA classrooms.   Drawing 
on Freire’s notion of banking education, I compare and contrast teachers’ classroom practice 
with some of the characteristics of the banking education (Freire, 2005, p. 73) in Table 23 
below: 
 
Table 23  
Characteristics of Banking Education in Orang Asli Schools 
 

CHARACTERISTIC OF 
BANKING EDUCATION 

(Freire, 2005, p.73) 

TEACHER’S CLASSROOM 
PRACTICE 

Teacher teaches and students 
are taught.  Teachers’ instructional strategies are largely 

teacher-centred with teachers mostly act as 
knowledge transmitters.  Teacher talks and the students 

meekly listen.  

Teacher knows everything 
and the students know 
nothing. 

Teachers mostly act as knowledge 
transmitters and maintain their authorities 
from the bases of legitimate, expert and 
referent power.  

Teacher chooses the program 
content, and the students adapt 
to it.  

Teachers’ lesson planning does not involve 
students.   

 
The impact of banking education is one of the primary interests of this study. As argued by 
Freire, through banking education, students settle in their passive roles and adapt to the world 
as it is. Such an acceptance, according to Freire, will eventually minimise or annul students’ 
creative power and stop them from critically considering the reality. In this context, teachers’ 
lack of trust (in OA students’ educability) became a strong barrier that stopped teachers from 
unleashing their students’ true potential. By assigning OA students the passive and powerless 
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roles in the classrooms, teachers did not provide enough opportunities for students to develop 
not only their creative power and criticality, but also self-confidence/self-worth. As a result, 
students ended up adapting to the world as how it was being presented to them- oppressing 
their own Indigenous identities and privileging the identities of the more dominant groups 
(the oppressors). In a nutshell, the above practice of banking education, which is practiced in 
most of the participating schools (whether knowingly or unknowingly), reiterates the 
imbalanced power sharing between teachers and students.   
 
Having said that, it is also crucial to note that not all OA students who took part in this study 
were viewed in negative terms by their teachers. As proven in the data, teachers showed much 
more positive attitudes towards the select-entry group of OA. They also had more positive 
beliefs about this group in general. Interestingly, observations conducted in classrooms 
involving the select-entry group also found less evidence of teachers implementing the 
practice of banking education. Instead, teachers gave more autonomy to OA students to shape 
their own learning while teachers themselves took the role of facilitators. This is similar to 
what Freire proposes as a solution to challenge the concept of banking education, which is by 
using what he calls problem-posing education (Freire, 2005).   
 
As a whole, the discussion on the use of OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge point 
to one conclusion- while teachers held mixed beliefs and attitudes towards their OA students, 
many of these teachers still viewed their OA students through a deficit lens. As mentioned in 
the previous section, the perpetuation of these deficit notions, when scrutinised further, 
provides an explanation to the teachers’ decision to marginalise OA cultural knowledge in 
their classrooms. 
 

7.5 The Use of OA Students’ Linguistic and Cultural 
Knowledge in Classroom Learning  
 
In terms of classroom learning, findings of this study bring us to three important points of 
discussion. First, they highlight the ways OA linguistic knowledge is being utilised to support 
OA students’ language learning. Second, the findings also highlight the overall 
marginalisation of OA cultural knowledge in the formal language learning of OA students. 
Third, the findings also give us insights on how the affordances of (different elements) can 
be streamlined to support language learning for the OA students. To explore all these three 
important points, the discussion in this subsection is divided into the following three 
subthemes:  
 
1. utilising OA linguistic knowledge through translanguaging practices   
2. the marginalisation of OA students’ cultural knowledge  
3. streamlining affordances to enhance language learning of OA students 
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7.5.1 Utilising OA linguistic knowledge in translanguaging practices.  
 
In this study, as demonstrated in Chapter Six earlier, OA linguistic knowledge was widely 
used to facilitate their language learning, and teachers were positive about the use of OA 
students’ linguistic knowledge in their language classes. In all observed classrooms, students 
fluidly and freely translanguaged in their interactions with teachers and peers. According to 
the interviewed teachers, translanguaging not only facilitates understanding and meaning 
making, but also increases inclusion and participation among students. Teachers’ positive 
beliefs about the use of students’ linguistic knowledge as a tool to facilitate learning were 
evidently translated into their classroom practices. To further understand how OA linguistic 
knowledge was used in the observed classrooms, this discussion will be guided by the works 
of multiple scholars 
   
According to Canagarajah (2011), students’ ability to successfully deploy a particular 
linguistic resource in a specific interaction reflects their creativity and criticality in shuttling 
between languages in forming their own integrated language system. In this study, the 
captured instances of students’ translanguaging practices in their classrooms show how the 
practices helped the participating OA students to engage in learning by utilising their 
creativity and criticality in going between and beyond languages. For this discussion, I draw 
on Li Wei’s (2011) concepts of creativity and creativity in translanguaging. Creativity, 
according to Li Wei (2011), is “the ability to choose between following and flouting the rules 
and norms of behavior, including the use of language” (p. 374) . Meanwhile, criticality is “the 
ability to use available evidence appropriately, systematically and insightfully to inform 
considered views of cultural, social, political and linguistic phenomena, to question and 
problematize received wisdom, and to express views adequately through reasoned responses 
to situations” (p. 374). As a whole OA students in this study were captured using linguistic 
resources from different languages (mainly the vehicle languages in their DLCs- OA 
language(s), Malay and English) to:  
 
• mediate understanding among each other  
• demonstrate knowledge  
• include others in the interaction 

 
For example, as demonstrated in Chapter Six, a student was found to be using English in the 
beginning of his presentation before moving to Malay when seeking help from the group 
members despite the teacher's reminder to use English while presenting. This instance shows 
the student’s creativity and criticality in breaking the boundaries set by the teacher and 
assessing which linguistic resources would be more persuasive for his peers who were mostly 
Malay. The use of Malay in this instance is a reflection of kinship amongst the students. Not 
only that, in seeking his friends’ help, the student also used certain registers such as “guys” 
and ”lah” that are commonly used by Malaysian students. The collected data also show us 
how an OA student can renegotiate his/her identity through translanguaging. In this regard, 
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the ability to construct and modify their identities has often been cited as one of the 
advantages of translanguaging (García & Li Wei, 2015; Creese & Blackledge, 2015).    
 
In addition, the above examples also resonate with another important aspect of 
translanguaging, which is the distinction between the traditionally and conventionally 
understood languages and other human communicative systems (García & Li Wei, 2015). In 
this regard, García and Li Wei (2015) suggest that human beings’ knowledge of language is 
intertwined with their knowledge of human relations and human social interaction. Within 
the social interaction, factors like history, context of usage and the emotional and symbolic 
values of specific socially constructed languages are central. Such a view on language use 
reflects a more ecological approach to understand students’ multilingual practices. In the 
context of this study, students’ decision to be selective and flexible in drawing their linguistic 
resources the linguistic knowledge of a specific language also suggests that within a 
multilingual discourse, OA students would strategically match their linguistic repertoire with 
the kind of relationships and interactions that they were having with their interlocutors.  
 
Another important finding to be underscored in this thesis is the fact that through 
translanguaging practices, language learning has become more just and inclusive for OA 
students. This transformative power of translanguaging in transforming the traditional 
monolingual classroom into a more inclusive environment needs to be highlighted in this 
study because this could help to combat the earlier discussed banking education concept 
practised by many teachers in OA schools. This is in fact agreed by García and Li Wei (2015), 
who say the transformative nature of translanguaging shifts the order of discourse and 
foregrounds the voices of ‘others’. These transformations, as suggested by García and Li Wei 
(2015), do not only involve subjectivities and identities, but also involve cognitive and social 
structures.   
 
On a similar note, Creese & Blackledge (2010) also highlight the possibility of using 
translanguaging to establish identity positions -both oppositional and encompassing 
institutional values. In the context of OA students in this study, it was found that within the 
translanguaging spaces (in language classrooms), the locus of control over which languages 
students would use largely rested with the students themselves. In fact, it was also found that 
teachers themselves openly translanguaged in the classrooms, with some even attempting to 
use their OA linguistic knowledge in interactions with students. Within these safe 
translanguaging spaces, OA students were given agency to decide on which linguistic 
repertoire would work for them. This is in line with Piccardo and Gallante (2018)’s claim that 
suggests translanguaging practices (as a strategy  in plurilingualism) is not only 
emancipatory, but it also validates the learners’ repertoire and their linguistic diversity. The 
agency given to the students coupled with teachers’ recognition of the diverse OA students’ 
linguistic repertoire suggest that the power dynamics between teachers and students have now 
become more balanced within these translanguaging spaces. In this instance, voices of OA 
students, which were usually unheard, are now foregrounded. This reiterates the earlier-
mentioned view of García and Li Wei (2015), who claim  that translanguaging shifts the 
orders of discourse and foregrounds the voices of others. For OA students, the more balanced 
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power dynamics is a crucial starting point that could enable them to challenge the widely 
practiced banking education (Freire, 2005) and symbolic domination (Bourdieu, 1991).   
 
Moreover, the translanguaging practices observed in OA classrooms shed light on the 
possibility to use translanguaging to help normalise the use of OA languages within the wider 
society-outside their family lives. As highlighted in previous chapters, the participating OA 
students had very limited opportunities to use their OA linguistic practices outside their 
family lives. They also felt self-conscious when using their native tongues because of the 
stigma that surrounds not only the languages but also OA communities in general. However, 
teachers’ openness towards the use of OA linguistic knowledge as part of an integrated system 
of translanguaging in the observed classrooms had allowed the students to fluidly move 
between languages comfortably. The safe translanguaging spaces may help OA students feel 
less alienated in the formal education system. This highlights the potential of translanguaging 
in improving home-school links  (Baker, 2001).  
 
However, despite the positive trends in making space for translanguaging  in the observed 
classrooms, it should also be noted here that in almost all instances, the translanguaging 
practices were not strategically or intentionally planned by the teachers. Therefore, this thesis 
argues that teachers should more actively use translanguaging as a transformative 
pedagogical tool  that could pave ways for a more inclusive, just and empowering learning 
environment for OA students. For this purpose,  the strategies for using  translanguaging as a 
transformative pedagogy by García and Li Wei’s (2015) presented in Chapter Two earlier 
(see Figure 10) can be useful. Based on the strategies, teacher attentiveness, teacher use of 
classroom resources and teacher design of classroom and curriculum structure are outlined as 
the main elements to be considered.  
 
The above discussion on OA students’ translanguaging practices, as a whole, further reiterates 
the earlier-discussed findings related to the fluidity of the roles of languages in OA students’ 
language ecology. From a translanguaging lens, languages do not fit into clear and fixed 
boundaries. Instead, bilinguals/multilinguals utilise an integrated linguistic system, which 
draws on linguistic knowledge of all languages, is used by bilinguals to achieve different 
purposes in their daily lives and classroom learning (García, 2009; García & Lin, 2017; 
Creese & Blackledge ;2010, García & Li Wei, 2015; Cangarajah, 2011). This makes linguistic 
behaviours of bilinguals always heteroglossic and dynamic (García & Lin, 2017). In the 
context of this study, the above discussion demonstrates how OA students use an integrated 
linguistic system consisting of linguistic resources of their Indigenous languages, Malay and 
English to achieve different communicative purposes. In addition, this integrated system was 
also instrumental in the process of balancing teacher-student power dynamic in the 
classrooms.  
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7.5.2 Marginalisation of OA cultural knowledge.  
 
Despite teachers’ openness in utilising OA local languages to facilitate language learning, 
evidence of OA cultural knowledge being capitalised in the students’ learning is scarce. 
Although during the interviews teachers unanimously acknowledged their roles in motivating 
OA students to be proud of their Indigenous identity, classroom observation data revealed 
that teachers did not capitalise on the local OA cultural elements to leverage classroom 
learning. As reported earlier in Chapter Six, evidence of the incorporation of local OA cultural 
elements in classroom learning is evident in only three lessons (out of the 13 observed 
lessons). The lack of cultural responsiveness in the observed classrooms highlights the 
marginalisation of OA cultural knowledge as a valuable resource in formal education. This 
section explores the issue in detail by closely examining the possible causes for the 
marginalisation and how it impacts OA language learning.   
 
In the context of this study, it is interesting to note that despite teachers’ beliefs in the 
usefulness of OA students’ linguistic capital in boosting their language learning, OA cultures 
were not regarded as equally beneficial for their students’ learning. This raises the question 
if teachers truly value OA students’ native tongues as a valuable linguistic capital or they 
only utilise the languages merely as a tool to facilitate learning, particularly amongst the 
young and/or less multilingual OA students. In fact, some teachers believed that instead of 
incorporating the students’ cultural knowledge into their classroom learning, knowledge 
about the outside world should be included instead. Teachers’ labelling of OA cultures as 
being backward and restricting also reiterated their deficit thinking (discussed in detail in the 
upcoming Section 7.4). In most cases, the Malay culture was regarded as a more valuable 
capital for OA students.  
 
The discussion on the marginalisation of OA cultures in the participating OA schools reflects 
Pierre Bourdieu’s (1991) ideas of cultural capital in the classrooms. It highlights the 
subjugation of OA cultures and the privileging of Malay culture as a cultural capital (a 
symbolic capital) within the educational system. According to Bourdieu (1991), cultural 
capital can exist in three states, which are 1) the embodied state, 2) the objectified state and 
3) the institutionalised state. In the context of this study, the Malay culture is regarded as a 
valuable cultural capital that exists in all three forms within the OA educational setting. In its 
embodied state, the Malay culture has become part of the desired dispositions in the linguistic 
markets in general.  In its objectified state, Malay language, which is used as the medium of 
instruction in schools, exists in almost all the learning resources and materials (i.e. text books, 
workbooks, worksheets).  In addition, the fact that every student is required to pass the Malay 
language examination in order to obtain their Malaysia Certificate of Education (awarded in 
the highest compulsory level of schooling-Form 5/Year 11) proves the value of Malay culture 
and language as an institutionalised form of cultural capital. Again, the privileging of the 
Malay culture and language highlights the earlier discussed symbolic domination that OA 
students are facing in schools.   
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In contrast, the OA culture does not enjoy the same privilege. OA languages and ways of life, 
for examples, are stigmatised not only within the school setting but also in the wider society. 
In this study, evidence that shows how such a stigma has tainted the cultures of OA in 
Malaysia is abundance. This, in return, has also impacted on OA students’ survival and 
achievement at school. For example, as highlighted in Chapter Six earlier, even the OA 
teachers themselves undermined the values of their own cultures. Similarly, in terms of 
language use and language choice, OA students were found to have refused using their own 
Indigenous languages or sound “OA” while speaking Malay to avoid being discriminated 
against or bullied. It is also important to note the fact that as a linguistic capital, OA languages 
cannot be easily converted to an economic capital, which Bourdieu suggests as the root of all 
other types of capital.  
 
This tendency to marginalise OA cultures in OA classrooms could be related to two possible 
factors. First, it relates to the deficit model of thinking held by some teachers, who expressed 
beliefs about their OA students in negative terms. Driven by their deficit thinking, teachers 
not only undervalued students’ Indigenous cultures, but perceived them as an obstacle that 
would hinder their students from succeeding in education. As a result, students were 
encouraged to acquire other more superior cultures, particularly the Malay cultures, which 
was acknowledged as a highly valuable cultural capital.  Secondly, such a tendency could 
also be related to the lack of cultural competence amongst teachers.  As discussed in Chapter 
Six, only male teachers claimed that they had some basic understanding of the OA local 
cultures. Most female teachers, on the other hand, admitted that they did not have much 
exposure to the local cultures. In addition, partnerships between schools and the local OA 
teachers were also not widely reported in this study. It should also be noted teachers were not 
provided with any specific cultural training before being posted to the OA schools. With very 
limited exposure, it is possible that the participating teachers, who were mostly Malay, did 
not understand the students’ Indigenous cultures, and this lack of understanding might have 
hindered them from appreciating the local cultures. In a nutshell, teachers’ deficit thinking 
and their lack of cultural competence may have influenced their decisions to marginalise the 
OA cultures in the classrooms.  
 
Delving deeper, we can see that the marginalisation of OA students’ cultural diversity is at 
odds with current developments in research related to learning for minority students. For 
example, a case study by Wrench and Garrett (2020) with twenty teachers teaching 
Indigenous students in mainstream Health and Physical Education classrooms in Australia 
underscores the benefits of integrating students’ cultural knowledge in the curriculum. In this 
case study, the participating teachers were entrusted with the task of teaching a newly 
designed curriculum, which featured curriculum units that integrated Indigenous games in the 
lessons. Through teacher narratives, it was uncovered that a more inclusive approach to the 
curricular and pedagogical practices had led to significant positive outcomes for the 
participating Indigenous students, particularly in engaging with the content as well as their 
classmates and teachers.  
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Additionally, a study by Molyneux et al. (2016) with the Karen refugee community in 
Australia can also provide some useful insights. While this particular study has specifically 
focused on a bilingual programme for Karen students, it provides us with some key insights 
into the positive outcomes that may emerge when students’ home languages and their cultural 
diversity are positively promoted within the classroom settings. In their study, Molyneux et 
al. found that a classroom climate that acknowledged  English and students’ home language 
Karen could help to construct positive student identities. In this regard, the bilingual 
programme was found to be beneficial in foregrounding the students’ Karen language and 
valuing their linguistic and cultural diversity. Drawing on their findings, Molyneux et al. 
proposed a framework where a child is placed at the centre of their learning and the 
sociocultural context of learning, which includes students’ home, family school and 
community lives, is also foregrounded. Within this context, “the classroom elements of 
pedagogy, transfer, identity, and capital are presented as mutually informing, inter-connected, 
and salient” (Molyneux et al., 2016, p.355). 
  
As a whole, the marginalisation of OA cultures in the formal educational setting is an 
important issue that needs to be addressed as it could negatively affect the survival of the OA 
of Malaysia. First, the lack of acknowledgement of the importance of the OA cultures in 
schools may lead to the decline of OA knowledge and put the OA communities in the danger 
of assimilatory integration with mainstream society whose cultural and linguistic habitus are 
more dominant. Secondly, it also poses a real threat of language shift amongst OA students. 
Drawing on the three stages of language shift outlined by May (2011), OA students in this 
study were in the first stage of the process. As explained by May, in the first stage, minority 
language speakers, which in this context refers to the OA speakers, receive increasing 
pressure to speak the majority language. As discussed in the data analysis chapters, this study 
reported that not only OA languages had no practical use outside students’ family lives, but 
they were also frequently replaced with other major languages such as Malay, English and in 
one particular case, Arabic, which might have been misrecognized (Bourdieu, 1991) as the 
more important languages.   
 
As this language shift may lead to the replacement of minority language with the majority 
languages (May, 2011), initiating a debate on OA language maintenance is crucial. While 
studies focusing on OA language maintenance are still limited, finding from past studies did 
suggest that some OA languages were facing the danger of extinction if no effort for language 
maintenance was taken (Alias, 2015; Colluzi & Riget, 2017; Hasan et al., 2015; Wazir, 2001). 
This thesis argues that changing the governmental and institutional attitudes and policies 
related to OA languages is imperative for the vitality of these Indigenous tongues. In fact, 
governmental and institutional attitudes have also been identified as one of the key factors to 
evaluate language vitality and state of endangerment (UNESCO, 2003). Some 
recommendations for ensuring the vitality of OA languages are presented in Chapter Eight 
based on the findings of this particular study.   
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7.5.3 Streamlining affordances for language classrooms of OA students. 
While the above discussion highlights the fact that OA cultural knowledge is being 
marginalised in the students’ classrooms, findings from this study can also demonstrate how 
linguistic diversity of OA can be viewed as an asset in language classrooms of OA students. 
Aronin (2019) recommends using DLC as a framework for a systematic management of 
affordances. Using Aronin’s term, this action of managing affordances is known as 
streamlining affordances. According to Aronin (2019) streamlining affordances refers to the 
process of sifting through a range of affordances and selecting those that are appropriate for 
the particular setting. This process can be done by looking into affordances related to students, 
teachers, student-teacher interaction and learning environment. She further explains that 
teachers should pay attention to both the desired/enabling or constraining affordances when 
streamlining specific affordances that can enhance teaching and learning. According to 
Aronin (2019), the two factors that should be taken into consideration when selecting an 
affordance are 1) the appropriateness of a particular affordance for the setting and 2) its 
appropriateness for the goal of the lesson.  
 
Drawing on Aronin’s 11- step streamlining affordances framework (see Appendix O) I now 
intend to demonstrate how affordances can be streamlined as a way to enhance teaching and 
learning in OA classrooms, particularly their language classrooms. For this demonstration, I 
use one of the lessons that were observed in this study, which is Lesson 6, as an orientation 
for my streamlining process. It should also be noted here that this lesson is designed for an 
English language lesson for secondary (Form 2/Year 8) students. Majority of the students in 
this class were OA students with a small number of Malay students also present in this class. 
For some context,  the key details of the lesson is as follows: 
 
Title of lesson              :      Occupation 
Duration of lesson       : 40 minutes 
Learning objectives     : By the end of the lesson, students should be able to : 

-tallk about jobs people do 
-describe 10 different occupations 

 
Keeping the above context in mind, teachers can begin the streamlining process by referring 
to the earlier discussed DLC map (Figure 55) as a visualisation of the languages that interact 
in the environments of OA students. As previously-discussed, for many OA students, their 
OA language, Malay and English are the vehicle languages or the main constituents of their 
DLC. In an English lesson, affordances associated with these languages should be streamlined 
and leveraged as all these languages act as an integrated system in many instances. 
 
Next, as recommended by Aronin (2019), teachers need to outline the scope for the lesson. 
For this particular example, the learning objectives listed above will define the scope of the 
lesson. Within this scope, teachers then need to put into writing the affordances that they 
perceive available for this DLC (Aronin, 2019). In this study, examples of social language 
affordances that derive from students’ language ideologies, their attitudes towards the 



 

264 

languages in the language ecology as well as the socio-political situations surrounding their 
lives have been identified in the data. Another important finding of this study is also the 
identification of social language affordances generated by the globalisation process that is 
catalysed by technology related opportunities to pass and receive language messages (Aronin 
& Singleton, 2012a). For example, this study has uncovered instances of how technology 
helps to increase the exposure towards English as an international language and other foreign 
languages such as Indonesian and Korean amongst OA students. Table 24 below presents an 
example of inventory of affordances associated with OA languages, Malay and English that 
has been developed based on the findings of this study: 

 
Table 24 
Inventory of Affordances Associated with OA Languages, Malay and English  
 

Language Domain 
/Environment 

Type of affordance 

Enabling Constraining 

OA 

Home 
 

language ideologies and 
language attitudes of 
students and parents: 
OA languages as a symbol 
of OA pride, identity, 
heritage and solidarity 
 

- 

Academic 

accepted classroom 
practices: translanguaging 
practices  
 
national language policy 
(the teaching of Semai in 
selected OA schools) 
 
teachers’ positive beliefs 
about OA students 

teachers’ beliefs 
in deficit 
theorising and 
assimilationist 
approach. 
  
schools’ attitudes 
towards 
importance of 
OA languages 
  
negative attitudes 
of mainstream 
students towards 
OA languages 
and culture: racial 
gap, bullying, 
discrimination. 

Wider 
Community 

- symbolic 
violence and 
stigmatisation of 
OA languages 
and culture. 
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Table 24 (Continued)  
Inventory of Affordances Associated with OA Languages, Malay and English 
 

Language Domain 
/Environment 

Type of affordance 

Enabling Constraining 

Malay Home  language familiarity: 
national language, 
lingua franca 
  
status/role of language: 
national language, 
lingua franca 
  
technology-related 
opportunities for 
contact through media 
and popular culture 
(e.g. Malay movies, 
television series, 
popular songs and 
reading materials) 

- 

Academic high number of Malay 
speaking teachers 
  
widely available 
learning 
materials/resources 
(produced in Malay or 
bilingually) 
 
accepted classroom 
practices: 
translanguaging 
practices  

- 

Wider Community status/role of language: 
national language, 
lingua franca; dominant 
language 

language 
ideology: no 
sense of 
exclusivity 
(compared to 
English) 
  
political 
ideology: OA-
Malay racial 
tension 
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Table 24 (Continued) 
Inventory of Affordances Associated with OA Languages, Malay and English 
 

 

Language Domain 
/Environment 

Type of affordance 

Enabling Constraining 

English 

Home 

Language ideology/ attitude: 
a symbol of success, 
sophistication and higher 
status, a capital for upward 
social mobility 
  
role as an important subject 
in school 
  
technology-related 
opportunities for contact 
through media and popular 
culture 

lack of 
opportunity for 
use 
  
lack of resources 

Academic 

national educational policy: a 
compulsory subject, taught as 
a second language 
  
accepted classroom practices: 
translanguaging practices  
  
widely available learning 
materials/resources 

- 

Wider 
Community 

status/role of language: 
international language 
  
language ideology/ attitude: a 
symbol of success, 
sophistication and higher 
status, a capital for upward 
social mobility 
  
technology-related 
opportunities for contact 
through media and popular 
culture 
(e.g. Malay movies, 
television series, popular 
songs and reading materials) 
 

- 
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Using the above inventory, teachers can then perform the next step, which is to identify the 
relevant affordances and their modalities. As explained by Aronin, this identification process 
can be made by selecting a set of affordances that are relevant to the task. As the lesson aims 
to introduce different types of occupation, it will be useful to leverage the set of affordances 
that promote the OA students’ learning habits as well as the relationships of their past and 
present lives with their imagined identities in the future. Based on the findings of this study, 
many OA students use the vehicle languages in their DLCs to translanguage in order to 
mediate understanding, demonstrate knowledge and include others in an interaction. The OA 
languages, Malay and English when used together, afford students the ability to achieve 
different goals in their interactions. Therefore, these affordances should also be leveraged in 
the lesson. In terms of the modalities, findings of this study show that the set of affordances 
exist in different modalities such as visual, oral, auditory and tactile. Reflecting the 
multimodal nature of a DLC (Aronin, 2019), it is also common for the affordances to exist in 
mixed modalities. Based on the findings of this study, the use of printed visual materials, 
video clips and songs will help to create the desired affordances in this particular lesson. 
 
In addition, as mentioned earlier, it is also important to identify the negative affordances or 
deffordances. For example, it has been noted that in some cases, OA languages may afford 
constraining or negative affordances. However, as observed in this study, teachers’ openness 
to the use of students’ Indigenous languages during lessons have helped create a safe 
environment for these OA languages to afford the desired affordances. Another example of 
deffordance that that was found in this study is concerning the English language, which could 
be viewed as less practical if students have no domains to use the language. Therefore, it is 
important for teachers to find ways to emphasise the relevance of English to the students’ 
present and future lives.  
 
Once the affordances and their modalities have been identified, teachers then should explore 
the classroom setting to see which sets of affordances are readily available and which ones 
are absent in this context. Finally, teachers can plan their actions towards the desired 
affordances and choose the appropriate modalities that will lead to the best affordances. As a 
whole, Table 25 summarises the examples of  affordances that have been streamlined in this 
demonstration: 
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Table 25 
Examples of Streamlined  Affordances  

LANGUAGE TYPES OF AFFORDANCE MODALITY POSSIBLE ACTION 

OA 
languag
e 

accepted classroom 
practices: translanguaging 
practices  
 
students’ language 
ideology/attitude : symbol 
pride, identity, heritage and 
solidarity 

Oral 
Visual 
Auditory 
  
(e.g. digital 
material, 
songs, 
folklore ) 

Introduce the 
lesson with a short 
documentary clip 
on traditional 
occupation/ 
economic activity 
of OA 
communities. 
Possible source: 
YouTube 

Malay 

accepted classroom 
practices: translanguaging 
practices  
 
learning materials/resources 
 
technology-related 
opportunities: contact 
through media and popular 
culture 
 

Oral 
Visual 
  
(Printed 
materials, 
digital 
materials) 

Use bilingual 
Malay-English 
worksheets (with 
pictures) to 
introduce the 
different types of 
occupations / 
modern economic 
activities 
  
Use Malay 
subtitles in 
English video 
clips. 
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Table 25 (continued) 
Examples of Streamlined  Affordances  
 

LANGUAGE TYPES OF 
AFFORDANCE MODALITY POSSIBLE 

ACTION 

English 

accepted 
classroom 
practices: 
translanguaging 
practices  
 
learning 
resources- 
produced in 
English or 
bilingually 
(English and 
Malay) 
 
media and 
popular culture 
popular : 
Hollywood 
movies, popular 
songs and reading 
materials 

Oral 
Visual 
  
Auditory 
  
(Printed 
materials, 
digital 
materials, 
songs) 

Use bilingual Malay-
English worksheets 
(with pictures) to 
introduce the different 
types of occupation in 
21st century 
  
Use a relevant movie 
clip (with Malay 
subtitles) 
depicting an example 
of occupation. 
  
Group activity: 
Students write lyrics 
(in English) for songs 
about their future 
occupations. 

 
7.6  The Emergence of High Achieving OA Students  
 
While the previous sections present findings related to the posed research questions, this 
section deals with an emerging trend recorded in this study. To be more specific, this study 
has recorded the experience of a small group of high achieving OA students in one of the 
participating schools. Although a thorough investigation on this group of high achievers was 
beyond the scope of this research, their emergence is pivotal in potentially challenging the 
stigma that surrounds OA students nationwide.   
 
In this study, the high achieving group of students or the select-entry students (as they are 
named previously in this thesis) generally went through a more positive experience of 
schooling. This group lived in a more supportive environment, where they were provided 
with ample resources that could facilitate their learning. At school, these select students were 
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also constantly reminded that they had great potential to excel. Some were entrusted with 
important positions at school (such as school prefects, librarians) even though they were in a 
mainstream school.  
 
Teachers’ attitudes towards this select entry group were also overwhelmingly positive. 
However, it is also essential to point out that although students’ achievement was constantly 
praised/acknowledged by teachers, the recognition was still framed within a deficit model of 
thinking. In this regard, teachers attributed this success to the support to them given by the 
government.  This view resonates the earlier-discussed deficit views that were closely related 
to the symbolic domination in OA communities that has been highlighted in this thesis. 
Exploring this emerging trend from a more transformative lens, this thesis, on the other hand, 
argues that the high achievement of this select entry student was not only due to the support 
that they got from the government agency that acted as their carers. Other factors should also 
be taken into consideration. For example, it should be highlighted here that this select-entry 
students lived in a safe environment where no evidence of discrimination or bullying was 
found. In contrast to most cases involving the non-select group of OA students, the select 
entry students were assigned leadership roles in the classrooms, which in return helps them 
develop not only creative power and criticality, but also self-confidence. In addition, as 
demonstrated in the visual data gathered in the photovoice project, the safe and supportive 
environment where they live also allows for more enabling affordances to be realised.  
 
As a whole, this thesis also argues that rather than only researching OA students’ 
underachievement in education, more attention should also be directed to this group of 
students who are at times doing better than the mainstream students at their school. It is 
anticipated that by knowing more about these high achieving students, a better understanding 
of OA students’ educational needs can be obtained.   
 
 

7.7 Chapter Conclusion: Answering the Research 
Questions   
 
 
This chapter begins with the reiteration of the four research questions that guided the study. 
As we delved deeper into the discussion of findings, answers to all the four research questions 
were uncovered in great detail. This final section of this chapter aims to conclude the overall 
discussion by summarising the presented findings by answering the earlier-posted research 
questions.  
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What roles do local, national and international languages play in the family, 
community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children? 
 
First, in terms of understanding the roles the local, national and international languages play 
in the family, community, and academic lives of school-aged OA children, this study found 
that it is best to view the three languages using a DLC lens. Using the DLC lens, these 
languages are viewed as an integrated system that play a variety of roles of the medium for 
daily communication and interactions as well as marking the students’ identity. Some of these 
languages in fact play overlapping roles in OA language ecology. Therefore, viewing OA 
languages, Malay and English strictly as separate languages that are context-bound will not 
help to explain the fluid roles that the languages play in the students’ lives as they co-exist 
and react to the students’ communicative needs. In addition, the fact that there are also other 
languages that co-exist in the OA students’ language ecology also necessitates us to approach 
this phenomenon from a more ecological perspective. 
 

What attitudes to these languages are held by the children themselves and 
their parents? 
 
In regard to the attitudes that the participating OA children and their parents show towards 
these languages, it was found that participants demonstrate mixed attitudes that are at times 
conflicting. As a whole, their attitudes  depend on the values that they attach to the languages. 
In this context, it is also vital to reiterate that the language ideologies held by the participating 
OA communities are largely shaped by various socio-political and historical factors. The 
interplay between the symbolic domination (Bourdieu, 1991) by the Malays that has taken 
place for generations, loyalty to their own Indigenous culture and the allure of English as a 
prized capital in the globalised era were found to be the major factors that strongly shape the 
attitudes of OA children and parents in this study.  
 

What use is made of the OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in 
their school-based learning, particularly in their language classrooms?  
 
As for the use of OA students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge, this study found that the 
students’ linguistic knowledge is widely used to support their language learning in the 
classrooms. This is done through the widely-accepted translanguaging practices that utilise 
and validate students’ own linguistic repertoire and resources. To the participating students 
and teachers, these safe translanguaging spaces could tremendously facilitate formal language 
learning. However, the cultural knowledge of OA students is still not widely used in their 
language learning. Instead, elements of mainstream cultures are constantly used in their 
teaching and learning as many teachers believe that their OA students need more exposure to 
the mainstream world as opposed to their own Indigenous cultures. Unlike the linguistic 
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knowledge that is viewed as an essential component that ensures the success of a lesson, 
students’ cultural knowledge is less valued in this study. To support OA students’ school-
based learning, particularly in the language classrooms, relevant affordances should be 
streamlined and leveraged accordingly.   
 

What beliefs about their students are held by the teachers of OA children? 
 
Finally, in terms of teachers’ beliefs about their OA students, it was also found that teachers 
in general held mixed beliefs about their OA students with many of these teachers viewing 
their OA students through a deficit lens. What is interesting to reiterate here is teachers’ 
different beliefs towards a small group of high-achieving OA students (select-entry group), 
which are more positive. These contrasting beliefs are translated in teachers’ classroom 
practices, which show the practices of problem solving education (Freire, 2005) being 
implemented with the select-entry groups while banking education (Freire, 2005) is still 
widely practiced as a preferred way to support the learning of the majority of OA students.   
 
All in all, the discussed findings provide substantial answers to research questions, 
highlighting many underlying issues that warrant immediate attention. Furthermore, they 
offer a more comprehensive understanding of the OA language ecology as a whole. In the 
next chapter, recommendations related to the findings will be presented so that further actions 
could be taken.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION & 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

8.0 Introduction  
 
Drawing on the answers to the earlier-posed research questions, this chapter intends to present 
some recommendations that could help to address the pertinent issues highlighted in this 
thesis. The recommendations listed in this chapter aim to: 
 
• highlight measures that can improve language learning for OA students  
• pave ways for a more culturally responsive education system for the students 
• highlight crucial steps in building more respectful and trusting relationships between 
schools and the OA communities 
 
In line with the transformative trajectory of this study, recommendations made in this chapter 
will be framed by Linda Smith’s (2012) Indigenous research agenda presented in Chapter 
Three earlier. Apart from the recommendations, this chapter also outlines some limitations of 
this study and the actions that were taken to mitigate these limitations. This chapter concludes 
with a reiteration of the contribution of this thesis to the wider body of literature.  
 

8.1 Recommendations: Paving the Paths for 
Decolonization, Transformation, Healing and 
Mobilisation in OA Education  
 
At the heart of the recommendations forwarded in this section, lies the Indigenous research 
agenda (Linda Smith, 2012) discussed in detail in the Methodology chapter earlier. As 
previously mentioned, four elements of Smith’s Indigenous research agenda, which are 1) 
decolonisation, 2) transformation, 3) healing and 4) mobilisation, have guided the overall 
research process. Recommendations made in this study will collectively aim to promote the 
four elements. Before specifically looking into the recommendations, it would be useful to 
briefly revisit these four guiding elements. As explained by Smith (2012), decolonisation, in 
the context of this study entails the process of 1) foregrounding of issues that are significant 
to the OA communities, 2) understanding those issues from the OA perspectives and 3) 
providing contributions that can benefit the communities. Transformation entails the process 
of viewing a particular issue in relation to the bigger socio-economic issues that the 
Indigenous peoples are struggling with. From a local perspective, Smith’s notion of 
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transformation reflects the current situation faced by the OA, where academic 
underachievement is indeed a part of a bigger struggle that involves issues like loss of rights 
and identities, land dispossession, symbolic domination, symbolic violence and poverty. 
Healing, as the third element in the research agenda, entails a process of helping Indigenous 
communities to heal from any painful past experiences. Finally, mobilisation in this context 
refers to the process of connecting the plight of Indigenous peoples locally, nationally and 
internationally. In this study, the mobilisation process mainly focuses on the mobilisation of 
voices, knowledge and cultural identity of the participating OA communities.   
 

8.1.1 National Level Recommendations.  

Improving Teachers’ Cultural Competence. 

 
This study has uncovered multiple beliefs and attitudes of students, parents and teachers 
towards language learning and schooling in general. Overall, teachers’ beliefs, including 
those expressed by OA teachers, reflect the attitude of victim-blaming when describing and 
justifying their OA students’ achievement in schools. Apart from that, many teachers are in 
favour of assimilationist view and they also tend to believe that OA cultural knowledge is not 
relevant to the learning that they experience in the classrooms. Teachers’ deficit and 
paternalistic views of this issue reflect how OA students’ struggle in learning is being framed 
in what Smith (2012) calls the “Indigenous problem basket”. To combat this, Smith says 
reframing is important. As discussed earlier in subsection 3.1.3, reframing entails the process 
of defining an issue by foregrounding the historical, political and socio-economic factors that 
add layers of complexities into it. Reframing also includes destroying any negative labelling 
or deficit theorising that has been used to view the Indigenous people’s struggles- a process 
Chilisa (2012) calls “deconstruction and reconstruction”. In the context of this study, there is 
an urgent need for teachers to understand the issue of OA underachievement by taking into 
account external factors that perpetuate the current struggle that OA students are facing. In 
other words, teachers need to reject deficit theorising as an explanation for students’ 
underachievement. This begs this question to be answered- how teachers reframe their beliefs 
and attitudes towards OA students?  
  
One way that can help teachers reframe their beliefs and attitudes is by improving their OA 
cultural competence. In this study, it was found that none of the participating teachers had 
received any training that could equip them with the crucially needed cultural competence 
before they began their service at the respective OA schools. Out of these 12 participating 
teachers, only four teachers claimed that they had had the opportunity to learn the local culture 
either through programmes conducted by schools or their own initiatives. It should also be 
noted that this opportunity was only limited to male teachers as female teachers cited safety 
as a hindrance for them to immerse themselves with the local communities. In line with the 
findings of some previous studies (Fickle et al. 2018; Hynds et al., 2016) that found 
favourable outcomes of such professional development programmes for teachers of 
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Indigenous students around the world, it is recommended that a proper initial training and 
continuous professional development programmes aiming to equip teachers with the 
necessary cultural competence, should be made compulsory for all teachers teaching OA 
students. Some of the elements that could be considered in the initiatives to improve teachers’ 
cultural competence are as follow:  
  
• Exploration of the intersections between OA cultures and economic status and of those the 
mainstream communities 
• Dialogues that allow negative stereotypes to be discussed transparently  
• Integration of cultural competence as one of the key aspects in teacher evaluation  
  
 

Incorporating Elements of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy in OA 
Classrooms.  

 
Another way that could help to reframe OA educational issues is by incorporating elements 
of culturally responsive pedagogy in schools with OA students. Across the globe, culturally 
responsive pedagogy has been employed by various Indigenous groups in countries like New 
Zealand, Canada, the United States of America and Australia, where positively welcomed 
changes have been observed (Batiste, 2017). In OA classrooms, very little evidence of the 
implementation of culturally responsive pedagogy could be found. In the context of this 
study, only two of the observed classrooms (one was the Semai lesson) made use of teaching 
and learning resources that were responsive to OA cultural knowledge. The rest of the lessons 
had focused on cultural aspects that promoted the mainstream world instead. In these classes, 
the teaching and learning resources that were prescribed to the participating students did not 
feature any OA cultural knowledge. Such findings, which are not unique to this study alone, 
highlight the marginalisation of OA cultural knowledge in schools. This clearly begs for more 
visibility of OA cultural knowledge in classrooms involving OA students, if not nationwide. 
  
Drawing on Geneva Gay’s (2000) framework of culturally responsive teaching, this can be 
achieved by establishing classrooms that include the following four elements: 
  

• culturally relevant curriculum  
• cultural caring and learning community  
• cross-cultural communications  
• cultural diversity  

 
 

Before I detail how the above-mentioned four elements could be embedded in language 
classrooms, it is important to note here that in this context, the OA students’ ethnicity should 
be placed at the centre of the discourse when developing a more culturally responsive 
teaching and learning framework in this context. This is because in an environment where 
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race or ethnicity plays defining roles in public policy decisions like in Malaysia 
(Subramaniam, 2015), placing an emphasis on the importance of recognising the students’ 
ethnicity background is crucial.  In addition, this is also an important step to combat the 
longstanding symbolic violence that the OA students have been facing (as found in this 
study) as it largely stemmed from the stigma surrounding OA as an Indigenous ethnic 
group.The discussion below details the ways how the four elements in Gay’s (2000) 
framework of culturally responsive teaching can be embedded in a system that would take 
the experiences of the local Orang Asli as an ethnic group into account.  

In language classrooms, these four elements can be embedded in two ways. First, they can be 
embedded in the approaches used by teachers. Adoption of a more pluralist approach that 
takes into account the complex language ecology of OA could help to enhance students’ 
learning outcomes. A more pluralist approach will also match the language learning needs of 
OA students, which should cater to the complex interplay of various languages that co-exist 
in their language ecology. In this study, although other elements of OA cultural knowledge 
was not widely utilised in OA language classrooms, their Indigenous linguistic knowledge, 
however, was commonly used to facilitate learning. In this context, translingual practices 
involving teachers and students were recorded in all observed classrooms. These translingual 
practices, nonetheless, were not strategically employed as a pedagogy. Instead, they were 
utilised merely as a coping mechanism for teachers to overcome the language barrier in the 
classrooms. Considering the important role of translingual practices in the observed 
classrooms, translanguaging then could be considered as a pedagogy to be strategically used 
in OA language classrooms. For this purpose, García and Li Wei’s (2015) strategy for using 
translanguaging as a transformative pedagogy (see Figure 10) can be adapted into teachers’ 
classroom practices. This also means that teachers will need to be trained and exposed to 
different ways of using translanguaging as a pedagogy. In the literature review chapter earlier, 
the use of translanguaging as a pedagogy in a multilingual classroom has been discussed in 
great detail.  
  
Secondly, elements of culturally responsive pedagogy can also be promoted through the use 
of culturally representative resources as teaching and learning resources. Linking this back to 
the affordance lens used in this study, creating an inventory of affordances associated with 
OA classrooms and learning can help teachers to design  lessons that are  more culturally 
responsive. For this purpose,  Aronin’ (2019) idea of streamlining affordances could also be 
a beneficial departure point In this thesis, an inventory of affordances associated with OA 
Languages, Malay and English (see Table 24) has been developed based on the findings of 
this study. Drawing on Aronin’s (2019) guidelines, this thesis has also demonstrated how 
affordances for OA language classrooms could be streamlined (see Table 25). Apart from 
that, using resources that highlight the historical contribution of all segments of populations 
would also help to create better appreciation of cultural diversity. In this context, highlighting 
the historical contribution of OA in learning resources can have two benefits. It could promote 
healing among OA students and also help dismantle negative stereotypes and stigmas 
surrounding the OA communities. In other words, this will benefit not only OA students but 
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also their counterparts. It should also be noted here that while it is desirable to use resources 
that mobilise OA cultural identities in learning, learning resources used with OA students 
should also feature the mainstream cultures. Such a balance is important to improve cross-
cultural communications, which are also needed by OA students. In a nutshell, a “salad bowl” 
approach to the selection of resources used in OA classrooms would help mobilise OA 
cultures to the mainstream communities and also prepare OA students to face the more 
globalised mainstream world.   
  
As a whole, a culturally responsive approach to teaching and learning will help to reframe 
OA educational issues in a more just lens that also acknowledges OA linguistic and cultural 
knowledge as valued capitals in the formal educational setting. In the long run, the 
mobilisation of OA linguistic and cultural knowledge may help to challenge the stigma 
surrounding OA cultures and languages, which in return may also help to reduce bullying, 
discrimination and other forms of symbolic violence within the formal school system.  
 

Empowering OA languages  through Inclusive and Democratic Language 
Planning. 

 
As found in this study, the OA students’ language learning experiences entail not only the 
classroom-based learning that they encounter in the formal educational setting, but also the 
experiences that they encounter beyond the classroom walls, where their Indigenous 
languages are regarded with a much lower status compared to those that belong to other 
majority ethnic groups. Keeping this in mind, I would like to draw readers’ attention to the 
recommendations that have been put forward in the Malaysia Country Report on Language, 
Education and Social Cohesion Initiative by Lo Bianco and UNICEF (2016). In the report, 
Lo Bianco & UNICEF (2016)  highlight the need for a new national language policy that 
takes into account the roles of “ Malay (Bahasa Malaysia) as the unifying lingua franca, the 
mother tongues of different ethnic groups (including the Indigenous languages) as languages 
of identity and English as an international language for higher education and commerce” 
(p.3). Apart from acknowledging these roles, the importance of securing public appreciation 
and commitment to the new vision is also emphasised in the report. In addition, the need for 
a more collective and inclusive approach to policy planning and implementation is also vital 
for the purpose. With a more inclusive and democratic language planning, the issue of 
inequality between majority and minority languages could be better addressed. In the context 
of this study, a more democratic language planning that foregrounds more OA voices may 
help to reduce  the power imbalance amongst languages that coexist in the OA language 
ecology.  
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8.1.2 School Level Recommendations.  
  
At the school level, creating an action plan that aims to establish a more culturally inclusive 
environment for all students and foster reciprocal partnerships with the local OA communities 
may help to bridge the gap between schools and OA communities. In line with this, more 
active initiatives to reframe teachers’ beliefs about their OA students should be employed at 
the school level. This, in return, would require initiatives from both institutional and 
individual levels. At the institutional level, it requires a strong transformative leadership of 
the principal/headmaster of the respective OA school to initiate more active actions towards 
dismantling deficit theorising about OA students. One way of doing this is by including 
elements of cultural competence into the schools’ strategic planning objectives. These 
objectives can be achieved through various continuing professional development 
programmes that allow the involvement of key stakeholders such as school administrators, 
teachers and parents.   
  
At the individual level, it is important for teachers to recognise and honour their roles as 
agents of change and language planners.  It is highly recommended for teachers to take the 
initiative to learn the local cultures and languages. In this study, teachers who could converse 
in the local OA languages found it easier to connect with not only OA students but also their 
parents. Similarly, parents who took part in this study also voiced their admiration for teachers 
who had the initiative to learn the localIndigenous tongue. As recommended by Ladson-
Billings (2001), a culturally responsive teacher should attain cultural competence and develop 
a sense of socio-political consciousness in the sub-nationality. Apart from that, it is also 
important for schools to educate their students on cultural diversity. In the previous 
subsection, it has been recommended for elements of culturally responsive classrooms to be 
integrated in OA classrooms. By integrating those elements, mainstream students will also 
learn how to appreciate cultural diversity and this may help to reduce, if not eradicate bullying 
cases in OA schools.   
  
In addition, schools also need to keep building respectful and trusting relationships with OA 
parents and communities as a way to bridge the imminent gap that exists between schools 
and communities. As highlighted earlier, the importance of family or community engagement 
in supporting Indigenous students has been mentioned in various initiatives involving 
different Indigenous communities in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the United States. 
In this context, a better school-community engagement could help to promote another 
element of Indigenous research agenda, which is healing. A better school-community 
engagement will provide an opportunity for not only OA students but also their parents to 
heal, particularly if they have had unpleasant schooling experiences in the past.   
  
One way of achieving this in the context of OA education is by strengthening the roles of 
parent teacher associations (PTA) in fostering a more reciprocal and inclusive relationship 
between teachers and parents. Through PTAs, key stakeholders can negotiate the strategic 
planning objectives that could help bring schools and communities closer. Success indicators 
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of these objectives should be clearly outlined so that progress could be systematically 
monitored and evaluated. One of the models that could be adapted for this purpose is the 
What Works School and Community Partnership (Australian Government Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2013), which aimed to leverage school-
community partnerships as “an opportunity to maximise the attendance, engagement and the 
achievement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students” (p.6). Based on the model the 
following  three-step process (Figure 57) could be implemented in OA schools:  

 
 
Figure 57  
Process of improving school-community partnership  

 
 
 
  
In addition, the action plan should also include reach-out initiatives by schools and it is also 
essential to carefully select committed and culturally sensitive staff to spearhead the 
partnership. It is recommended that communications should be done in languages that are 
well understood by OA parents and families. For this reason, having teachers who know the 
local Indigenous language and culture would tremendously help to establish a trusting 
relationship with the parents and local communities.  
 

 

 

Step 1: 
Developing the 
partnership 

 

Conversations 
and negociations 
between key 
stakeholders. 
 
Assess the level 
of readiness and 
capacity of all 
parties. 
 
Establish 
mutually agreed 
roles and 
protocols that will 
oversee the 
partnership. 
 
May include a 
signing 
ceremony. 

 

Step 2: Implementing 
the partnership 

 

Planning, 
monitoring and 
reviewing of the 
partnership. 
 
A clear action 
plan that outlines 
clear roles 
should be 
developed 
together. 
 
Implementation 
of the plan 
should be 
continuously 
monitored by a 
committee (such 
as PTA 
committee). 

 

Step 3: 
Sustaining the 
partnership 

 

Incorporating School 
and Community 
Partnership in the 
school's culture. 
 
Action plans should 
be reviewing and 
updated accordingly 
to ensure the 
sustainability of the 
partnership plan. 
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8.1.3 Community Level Recommendations.  
 
 
The issues that have been highlighted in this thesis also underscore the need for community 
involvement, which is fundamental in the change process. Drawing on some of the best 
practises, several community level recommendations are proposed. First, within the 
communities, the roles of batins and other community leaders as well as members of parent 
teacher associations (PTAs) should be leveraged to close the gap between schools and 
communities. Such a step is in line with the earlier-discussed school level recommendations, 
where better school-community engagement is emphasised. Through smart partnerships with 
schools, community leaders and representatives can actively take part in the decision making 
process, hence have their voices heard.  While schools have always been encouraged to have 
more reach-out programmes in OA communities/villages, it is also essential for community 
leaders to prepare parents for these reach-out programmes. Information should be 
disseminated accordingly prior any engagement programmes to ensure parents and other 
community members understand the initiative better.   
  
Secondly, it is also recommended for cultural exchange programmes to be initiated.  While it 
is common for teachers to organise workshops or programmes for parents, this sharing 
process has mostly been a one-way process. To establish a more reciprocal relationship that 
can help to mobilise OA agenda further, workshops and seminars that can help teachers 
understand OA cultures better can also be considered.  Through frequent sharing sessions 
with schools, parents can build an avenue for teachers to learn and appreciate OA cultures 
and heritage better. 
  
 

8.2 Limitations of study and Directions for Future 
Research  
 
 
As with the majority of studies, this research is also subject to several limitations. One of the 
main limitations of this study that affected the research design is the absence of a specialised 
OA research agenda that could be used to inform the overall journey of this particular study. 
As a transformative study conducted by, with and for an Indigenous group, it was essential 
to incorporate an Indigenous research agenda that advocates struggles of OA in Malaysia. 
While Smith’s (2012) Indigenous research agenda has provided the much-needed guidance 
for the overall research process, a specialised OA research agenda would have helped to 
further contextualise the issues within OA settings. Despite this absence, it should be noted 
that extensive literature survey and consultations with batins and other community leaders of 
the participating communities had been conducted throughout the research process to ensure 
that this study is relevant to and respectful of the OA aspirations. Drawing on this limitation, 
it is recommended for future research conducted with OA to incorporate more elements of 
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Indigenous methodologies in the research design. It is anticipated that with the incorporation 
of Indigenous methodologies that draw on OA aspirations, a specific research framework that 
champions OA agenda could be developed in the future. In addition, more studies should also 
make use of participatory methods such as the photovoice method (employed in this study) 
to mitigate power imbalance between researcher and research participants. The use of 
participatory methods would also help to strengthen the transformative aims of Indigenous 
research.   
  
Apart from that, the limited scope of this study has also made it impossible for this study to 
collect samples from all groups of OA in Malaysia.  Ideally, having a larger sample that could 
represent more OA groups will help to generalise the research findings better. Having 
recognised this limitation from the very beginning, this study had been designed as a mixed-
methods study, in which quantitative data that could help cast a wider population net were 
gathered prior to the deeper qualitative inquiry process. This has enabled this study to reach 
as many groups as possible. In addition, due to the limited scope of research, not much of the 
emerging high achieving group of OA students (select-entry group) could be explored in this 
study. Although this study has uncovered some interesting findings related to this select-entry 
group, an in-depth investigation was beyond the scope of this study. This thesis argues that it 
is important for future research to further explore the select-entry group to fully understand 
the factors that drive the group to excellence. Exploring this further would also help to 
reframe the way OA educational issues and dismantle deficit theorising associated with OA 
students.   
  
Another limitation of this study is the possibility of bias. As an OA researcher, most of the 
issues under investigation are closely related to my personal and professional lives. While my 
knowledge of the local communities was instrumental to the success of this study, the close 
relationship that I had with the communities and the issues under investigation could have 
led to bias. One way of overcoming bias in this research was by collecting data from multiple 
sources including from teachers who were not from OA communities. Constant supervision 
from my thesis supervisors, who had closely supervised the overall research, also helped to 
reduce the possibility of bias. In addition, member checking was also conducted to ensure the 
reliability of data. Despite the possibility of bias, this thesis strongly argues for more research 
to be conducted by OA researchers, with OA communities, for the transformation of OA 
communities in Malaysia.  
 
 

8.3 Conclusion: Contribution of this Thesis 
 
When I first embarked on this research project, my main aim was to explore the educational 
struggles of the OA students in a way that would highlight their voices. Motivated by the aim, 
I decided to explore the issues of English language learning and language education for OA 
students from a perspective that took into account important aspects like power relations and 
Indigenous worldviews. Towards the end of the journey, it became increasingly clear that the 
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language practices of OA students were far more sophisticated and complex. For this reason, 
findings of this study not only revealed OA students’ English language learning and language 
education, but also other aspects of the students’ language ecology. 
 
As a whole, this thesis has contributed to the wider body of literature on global Indigenous 
peoples, particularly the OA of Malaysia, in several ways. First, the major contribution of this 
thesis lies in the research design that has employed innovative research methods such as the 
Indigenous methodologies and the photovoice method, which have not been widely used in 
Orang Asli research. The integration between the transformative principles and the elements 
of Indigenous methodologies have allowed various issues caused by the societal power 
imbalance that persist in the lives of OA communities to be properly explored using the OA 
worldview. In doing so, this thesis has demonstrated how research conducted with and for 
OA communities could be designed in a much more empowering and transformative manner. 
In addition, the use of multiple data collection strategies (i.e. survey, interview, classroom 
observation, sharing circle and photovoice) has provided rich data that highlight the views 
and beliefs of key stakeholders, which at times contradict each other. In this case, data 
gathered from these multiple sources revealed that while OA students and their parents held 
similar views,  their teachers, on the other hand, often expressed contradicting views about 
the students’ learning. (quote for views that shape)- internalised prejudice, bias, etc. 
 
This subsequently highlights the importance of examining any Indigenous issues, particularly 
in OA communities, from multiple perspectives in orfer to mitigate the effects of internalised 
prejudice and bias in research findings. In a nutshell, these multiple methods not only helped 
to trigulate the research data for greater reliability and validity, but it has also elicited multiple 
perspectives that might not have been captured through a single method. 

 
 Having said the above, this thesis also provides useful insights into the challenges faced in 
framing this research within a framework that intergrates the transformative principles of 
research and Indigenous methodologies. It should also be noted that enacting Indigenous 
methodologies in truly decolonisied and collaborative ways in this context remains a 
challenge despite my own OA insider status. While Smith’s (2012) Indigenous research 
agenda has been beneficial in guiding the research design and framing the overall discussion, 
realising the agenda in an “OA way” was far more challenging. This was mainly due to the 
lack of literature addressing OA issues from an anti-colonial perspective that emphasises 
decolonisation of knowledge and research. In the context of this study, conversations 
surrounding the important elements of the employed Indigenous research agenda, which are 
decolonisation, transformation, healing and mobilisation, were still considered as a taboo, 
hence would only take place in closed and private spaces. In other words, the existing 
symbolic power perpetuated by the imbalanced power dynamic between the OA communities 
and the mainstream society was in fact a major obstacle to open conversations surrounding 
these elements to take place within and outside OA communities. Apart from this, adapting 
the research agenda in a manner that draws on the similarities shared by the different 18 OA 
subgroups while at the same time acknowledges our differences was also a major challenge. 
In this study, it was crucial to acknowledge these differences as a way to decolonise the 
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homogenous OA identities posed by the British since the creation of the collective term Orang 
Asli. As a whole, these challenges call for further exploration and documentation of the use 
of Indigenous methodologies in OA research in the future. 

 
Secondly, this thesis also provides new insights into the language ecology of 21stCentury OA 
students and their schooling experiences. While research on language learning has been done 
quite extensively, not many studies have looked into the roles of OA languages as the local 
languages and Malay as the national language, and how these languages may shape the 
students’ English language learning at schools.  This thesis, however, has managed to 
demonstrate how a more ecological approach can help us understand the complexity of the 
OA linguistic landscapes better. The use of the DLC theory, which has not been used in OA 
research thus far, has also brought forward a new lens to understand this complex 
phenomenon. 
  
In terms of OA schooling, this thesis offers the much-needed insights into OA students’ lives 
in and out of school by providing plentiful visual evidence and voices of the people involved. 
By exploring the students’ school lives, this thesis captured valuable information that I 
believe can help researchers and classroom practitioners to design studies and learning 
programmes that are more culturally responsive for OA students in the future. The inventory 
of affordances developed in this thesis could serve as a departure point for future classroom 
practitioners to strategically utilise the linguistic affordances that exist in OA language 
ecology to enhance formal language learning amongst OA students. Other than creating a 
more supportive environment for OA students’ language learning, such an inventory could 
practically serve as an instrument to validate OA students own’ linguistic repertoire and 
resources. Here, it should be noted that at this point of time, no other previous studies had 
developed a similar inventory of affordances for OA formal language learning. Therefore, 
ongoing research in this space is indeed necessary. 

 
In a nutshell, outcomes of this study and the recommendations that it puts forward align with 
the concerns and aspirations highlighted in the Malaysia Education Blueprint (2013-2015), 
which clearly aims at making formal education more relevant to the needs of OA students 
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2012). Therefore, this thesis, as a whole, provides useful 
insights that can potentially shape future policies and practices concerning OA education. 
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Appendix A 

CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT FOR SURVEY 
AND CLASSROOM OBSERVATION 
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Title of Project: “English Language Learning amongst the Orang Asli of   
Malaysia” 

 
Name of participant (please print):                                                                                  
Name of investigators: Ms. Suria Angit, Dr Paul Molyneux, Prof Joseph Lo Bianco 
 
1. I consent for my child to participate in this project, the details of which have been 
explained   to me, and I have been provided with a written Plain Language Statement 
to keep.  
 
2. I understand that my child’s participation will involve: 
 
a)    my child answering a questionnaire, which will take 15 minutes to complete. 
b)   classroom observations of my child’s language lessons (Semai/Malay/English) 
 
3. I acknowledge that:  
 
(a) I understand that my child’s participation in the project will have no impact on their 
school work or results;  
(b) I understand that my child is free to withdraw from the project at any time, and 
they do not need to explain their reasons. If they withdraw from the project, any 
information that has already been collected will not be used;  
(c) the project is for the purpose of research;  
(d) I understand that the information my child provides is confidential and will be 
protected, as far as legally possible;  
(e) I understand that the recorded data and documents provided will be kept safe at the 
University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  
(f) a pseudonym will be used;  
(g) I understand that if I want a copy of the research results, it will be given to me.  

I	wish	to	receive	a	copy	of	the	summary	project	report.			□Yes																			□No		

(please	tick) 
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Parent/Guardian Signature          : ________________________________ 
Date                                             : ________________________________ 
 
Dr Paul Molyneux 
Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 
Ms Suria Angit 
		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 
 

Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education
  

HREC:15438431; Date: 15/06/15; Version: 
1.1 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia  
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 

(SURVEY AND CLASSROOM OBSERVATION) 
 

 
 
 

Project: English Language Learning amongst the Orang Asli of Malaysia 
 
 
 
Dear Parents, 
 
We are seeking your help for a research project called the English Language Learning 
amongst the Orang Asli of Malaysia. This research project is part of Ms. Suria Angit’s (our 
student researcher) study for a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) at The University of Melbourne.  
 
The supervisors for this research project are Dr Paul Molyneux (Principal Supervisor) and 
Professor Joseph Lo Bianco (Co-Supervisor).   
 
Findings from this study will greatly contribute to the writing of Ms. Suria Angit’s PhD 
thesis.  
 
What are we investigating? 
 
We are investigating the Orang Asli students’ English language learning in Malaysian 
primary and secondary schools. We are also interested to know how the Orang Asli students 
use the three different languages (Bahasa Orang Asli, Malay and English) inside and outside 
school settings. We would also like to know their parents’ and teachers’ opinions on this. 
This project will also investigate how much of the Orang Asli students’ linguistic and 
cultural knowledge is being used in their language classroom. It is hoped that findings from 
this study will contribute invaluable insights into the Orang Asli students’ language learning 
and how to make their learning more culturally relevant. 
 
Where will this study take place? 
 
We wish to carry out this study in four different schools in the states of Kelantan and Pahang. 
It will also take place in several Orang Asli villages close to the selected schools.  
 
What will your child need to do? 
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In this study, your child will need to complete a language use and language attitude 
questionnaire and this will take approximately 15 minutes. The questionnaire will help us 
understand how your child uses his/her languages (Bahasa Orang Asli, Malay and English) 
when they are at school and out of school. It will also tell us about their attitudes towards 
those languages. Apart from that, your child’s language lessons will also be observed by the 
student researcher. The observation will involve at least two teaching periods. The classroom 
observations will help us to know more about the teaching practices that are used in your 
child’s language lessons and how much of the Orang Asli linguistic and cultural knowledge 
is used in their learning. All these activities will not interfere with your child’s learning as it 
will be conducted at pre-arranged times, which will have to be approved by your child’s 
school.  
 
How will your child’s confidentiality be protected? 
 
Your child’s anonymity and confidentiality will be protected to the fullest possible extent, 
within the limits of the law. In doing so, your child will not be named and only the 
participating researchers will have access to data. All collected data will be stored securely 
on locked filing cabinets and password-protected computers in the Melbourne Graduate 
School of Education.  All data will be destroyed after five years of the thesis publication 
date. Please take note that this study has been approved by the University of Melbourne 
Human Research Ethics Committee. Apart from that, we also have the approval from the 
Malaysian Ministry of Education and Malaysian Department of Orang Asli Development.  
 
Does your child have to take part? 
 
Participation in this project is completely voluntary. If you agree to give permission for your 
child to participate, you can give your consent by signing the accompanying Consent Form 
and returning it in the envelope provided. You are free to withdraw your consent at any time 
even after you have signed the Consent Form. If you withdraw your consent, all unprocessed 
data related to your responses will be excluded from this project. 
 
Will you be informed about the findings of this study? 
 
Once the study is completed, a brief summary of the findings can be made available to you 
upon request.  
 
Where can you get further information? 
 
If you would like to know more about the project, or if you have any concerns during the 
course of the project, please contact us using the details below: 
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Dr. Paul Molynuex 
Phone: +603 8344-8202  
Email: 
pdmoly@unimelb.edu.au 

Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 
Phone:+603834483
46/8412 
Email: 
j.lobianco@unimel
b.edu.au 

Ms. Suria Angit 
Phone: 
+60420312909 
Email: 
suriaa@student.uni
melb.edu.au 

 
If, at any stage, you have concerns about the conduct of the project, please contact the 
Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne on phone: 03 
8344 2073, or fax: 03 9347 6739. 
 
We hope you agree to participate in this important study about Orang Asli’s language 
learning. Thank you for your time and cooperation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education
  

HREC:15438431; Date: 
15/06/15; Version: 1.1 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia  
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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Appendix B 
 

 

CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
FOR STUDENT INTERVIEW 

        

                                                               
Title of Project:“English Language Learning amongst the Orang Asli of   Malaysia” 
 
Name of participant (please print):                                                                                  
Name of investigators: Ms. Suria Angit, Dr Paul Molyneux, Prof Joseph Lo Bianco 
 
1. I consent for my child to participate in this project, the details of which have been 
explained   to me, and I have been provided with a written Plain Language Statement to 
keep.  
 
2. I understand that my child’s participation will involve my child being individually 
interviewed by the student researcher. The interview session will be audiotaped and is 
expected to last for not more than 40 minutes.  
 
3. I acknowledge that:  
 
(a) I understand that my child’s participation in the project will have no impact on their 
school work or results;  
(b) I understand that my child is free to withdraw from the project at any time, and they 
do not need to explain their reasons. If they withdraw from the project, any information 
that has already been collected will not be used;  
(c) the project is for the purpose of research;  
(d) I understand that the information my child provides is confidential and will be 
protected, as far as legally possible;  
(e) I understand that the recorded data and documents provided will be kept safe at the 
University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  
(f) a pseudonym will be used;  
(g) I understand that if I want a copy of the research results, it will be given to me.  
 
 

I consent to the interview being audio-taped                        □Yes                □No  

       (please tick) 
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I wish to receive a copy of the summary project report        □Yes                □No  

        (please tick) 
 
 
  
Parent/Guardian Signature                 : ________________________________ 
Date                                                    : ________________________________ 
 
 
 

Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education
  

HREC:15438431; Date: 15/06/15; 
Version: 1.1 

 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia  
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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Appendix C 
 

 

CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE 
STATEMENT FOR PHOTOVOICE 

 

Title of Project:“English Language Learning amongst the Orang Asli of   
Malaysia” 
 
Name of participant (please print):                                                                                  
Name of investigators: Ms. Suria Angit, Dr Paul Molyneux, Prof Joseph Lo Bianco 
 
1. I consent for my child to participate in this project, the details of which have been 
explained   to me, and I have been provided with a written Plain Language Statement to 
keep.  
 
2.  I understand that my child’s participation will involve my child: 
taking photos of situations in which they use Bahasa Orang Asli, Malay and English using 
a digital camera loaned by the student researcher. 
taking part in a group discussion called “sharing circle”, where they will present and 
discuss the photos they have taken.  
 
3.   I acknowledge that:  
 
(a) I understand that my child’s participation in the project will have no impact on their 
school work or results;  
(b) I understand that my child is free to withdraw from the project at any time, and they 
do not need to explain their reasons. If they withdraw from the project, any information 
that has already been collected will not be used;  
(c) the project is for the purpose of research;  
(d) I understand that the information my child provides is confidential and will be 
protected, as far as legally possible;  
(e) I understand that the recorded data and documents provided will be kept safe at the 
University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  
(f) a pseudonym will be used;  
(g) I understand that if I want a copy of the research results, it will be given to me.  
 

I consent to the interview being audio-taped                        □Yes                □No  
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       (please tick) 
 

I wish to receive a copy of the summary project report        □Yes                □No  

        (please tick) 
 
Parent/Guardian Signature                 : ________________________________ 
Date                                                    : ________________________________ 

 

 
 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia 
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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Appendix D 
 
 
 

CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
FOR PARENTS 

 

Title of Project:“English Language Learning amongst the Orang Asli of   
Malaysia” 
 
Name of participant (please print):                                                                                  
Name of investigators: Ms. Suria Angit, Dr Paul Molyneux, Prof Joseph Lo Bianco 
 
1.  I agree to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained   to me, 
and I have been provided with a written Plain Language Statement to keep.  
 
2.  I understand that my participation will involve myself taking part in a group 
discussion called “sharing circle” with Ms Suria Angit and 5 to 6 other Orang Asli 
parents. The discussion is expected to take no longer than 40 minutes and will be 
audiotaped under my consent.  
 
3.   I acknowledge that:  
 
(a) I understand that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time, and I do not 
need to explain their reasons. If I withdraw from the project, any information that has 
already been collected will not be used;  
(b) the project is for the purpose of research;  
(c) I understand that the information I provide is confidential and will be protected, as 
far as legally possible;  
(d) I understand that the recorded data and documents provided will be kept safe at the 
University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  
(e) a pseudonym will be used;  
(f) I understand that if I want a copy of the research results, it will be given to me.  

 

I consent to the interview being audio-taped                        □Yes                □No  

       (please tick) 
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I wish to receive a copy of the summary project report        □Yes                □No  

        (please tick) 
 
Parent/Guardian Signature                 : ________________________________ 
Date                                                    : ________________________________ 
 
Dr Paul Molyneux 
Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 
Ms Suria Angit 

 
 
 

Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education
  

HREC:15438431; Date: 15/06/15; Version: 1.1 

 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia  
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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PROJECT: ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING AMONGST 
THE ORANG ASLI OF MALAYSIA 

 

Dear Parents, 
 
We are seeking your help for a research project called the English Language Learning amongst 
the Orang Asli of Malaysia.  
 
This research project is part of Ms. Suria Angit’s (our student researcher) study for a Doctor of 
Philosophy (PhD) at The University of Melbourne.  
 
The supervisors for this research project are Dr Paul Molyneux (Principal Supervisor) and 
Professor Joseph Lo Bianco (Co-Supervisor).  Findings from this study will greatly contribute to 
the writing of Ms. Suria Angit’s PhD thesis.  
 
What are we investigating? 
 
We are investigating the Orang Asli students’ English language learning in Malaysian primary 
and secondary schools. We are also interested to know how the Orang Asli students use the three 
different languages (Bahasa Orang Asli, Malay and English) inside and outside school settings. 
We would also like to know their parents’ and teachers’ opinions on this. This project will also 
investigate how much of the Orang Asli students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge is being used 
in their language classroom. It is hoped that findings from this study will contribute invaluable 
insights into the Orang Asli students’ language learning and how to make their learning more 
culturally relevant. 
 
Where will this study take place? 
 
We wish to carry out this study in four different schools in the states of Kelantan and Pahang. It 
will also take place in several Orang Asli villages close to the selected schools. 
 
What will you need to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this study, we would like you to participate in a group discussion 
called “sharing circle” with the student researcher. During the discussion, you would be sharing 
your experiences related to your child’s learning, particularly their language learning. The 
“sharing circle” will be conducted in a group of five (with other Orang Asli parents) and the 
session is expected to last for no more than 60 minutes. The discussion will also be audiotaped 
under your consent. The discussion will be conducted at a pre-arranged time that suits your 
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convenience. Your participation in the discussion will greatly help us understand your opinion 
on your child’s language learning inside and outside the school settings. 
 
How will your confidentiality be protected? 
 
Your anonymity and confidentiality will be protected to the fullest possible extent, within the 
limits of the law. In doing so, you will not be named and only the participating researchers will 
have access to data. All collected data will be stored securely on locked filing cabinets and 
password-protected computers in the Melbourne Graduate School of Education.  All data will be 
destroyed after five years of the thesis publication date. Please take note that this study has been 
approved by the University of Melbourne Human Research Ethics Committee. Apart from that, 
we also have the approval from the Malaysian Ministry of Education and Malaysian Department 
of Orang Asli Development.  
 
Do you have to take part? 
 
Participation in this project is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate, you can give your 
consent by signing the accompanying Consent Form and returning it in the envelope provided. 
You are free to withdraw your consent at any time even after you have signed the Consent Form. 
If you withdraw your consent, all unprocessed data related to your responses will be excluded 
from this project. 
 
Will you be informed about the findings of this study? 
 
Once the study is completed, a brief summary of the findings can be made available to you upon 
request.  
 
Where can you get further information? 
 
If you would like to know more about the project, or if you have any concerns during the course 
of the project, please contact us using the details below: 
 

Dr. Paul Molynuex 
Phone: +603 8344-8202  
Email: 
pdmoly@unimelb.edu.au 

Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 
Phone:+60383448346/8412 
Email: 
j.lobianco@unimelb.edu.au 

Ms. Suria Angit 
Phone: +60420312909 
Email: 
suriaa@student.unimelb. edu.au 

  
If, at any stage, you have concerns about the conduct of the project, please contact the Executive 
Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne on phone: 03 8344 2073, or fax: 
03 9347 6739. 
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We hope you agree to participate in this important study about Orang Asli’s language learning. 
Thank you for your time and cooperation.  
 

 

Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education
  

HREC:15438431; Date: 15/06/15; 
Version: 1.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia 
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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Appendix E 

CONSENT FORM AND PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
FOR TEACHERS 

 

 
Title of Project:“English Language Learning amongst the Orang Asli of   
Malaysia” 
 
Name of participant (please print):                                                                                  
Name of investigators: Ms. Suria Angit, Dr Paul Molyneux, Prof Joseph Lo 
Bianco 
 
1. I agree to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained   to 
me, and I have been provided with a written Plain Language Statement to keep. 
  
2.  I understand that my participation will involve myself being interviewed by Ms 
Suria Angit. The interview session will last between 30-40 minutes and will be 
audiotaped under my consent. 
 
3.  I acknowledge that: 
 
(a) I understand that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time, and I do not 
need to explain their reasons. If I withdraw from the project, any information that has 
already been collected will not be used;  
(b) the project is for the purpose of research;  
(c) I understand that the information I provide is confidential and will be protected, as 
far as legally possible;  
(d) I understand that the recorded data and documents provided will be kept safe at the 
University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  
(e) a pseudonym will be used;  
(f) I understand that if I want a copy of the research results, it will be given to me.  
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I consent to the interview being audio-taped                        □Yes                □No  

       (please tick) 
 

I wish to receive a copy of the summary project report        □Yes                □No  

        (please tick) 
 
Parent/Guardian Signature                 : ________________________________ 
Date                                                    : ________________________________ 
 
Dr Paul Molyneux 
Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 
Ms Suria Angit 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

The University of Melbourne Victoria 3010 Australia 
T:+61 3 8344 8285   F:+61 3 8344 8529   W:www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au 
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PROJECT: ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING 
AMONGST THE ORANG ASLI OF MALAYSIA 

 

Dear Teachers, 
 
We are seeking your help for a research project called the English Language Learning 
amongst the Orang Asli of Malaysia. This research project is part of Ms. Suria Angit’s 
(our student researcher) study for a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) at The University of 
Melbourne. The supervisors for this research project are Dr Paul Molyneux (Principal 
Supervisor) and Professor Joseph Lo Bianco (Co-Supervisor).  Findings from this study 
will greatly contribute to the writing of Ms. Suria Angit’s PhD thesis.  
 
What are we investigating? 
 
We are investigating the Orang Asli students’ English language learning in Malaysian 
primary and secondary schools. We are also interested to know how the Orang Asli 
students use the three different languages (Bahasa Orang Asli, Malay and English) 
inside and outside school settings. We would also like to know their parents’ and 
teachers’ opinions on this. This project will also investigate how much of the Orang Asli 
students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge is being used in 
 their language classroom. It is hoped that findings from this study will contribute 
invaluable insights into the Orang Asli students’ language learning and how to make 
their learning more culturally relevant. 
 
Where will this study take place? 
 
We wish to carry out this study in four different schools in the states of Kelantan and 
Pahang. It will also take place in several Orang Asli villages close to the selected 
schools.  
 
What will you need to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this study, you would be individually interviewed by 
the student researcher. The interview session will last between 30-40 minutes and will 
be audiotaped under your consent. In addition, the student researcher will also be 
observing your language lessons with Orang Asli students. You will be observed over 
two teaching periods. Apart from that, we would like to gain access to your lesson plans 
for our analysis. All of these activities will be conducted at pre-arranged times that suit 
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your convenience and subject to your school’s approval. Your participation will greatly 
help us understand teachers’ belief about Orang Asli students and the teaching practices 
that are used in their language classroom.  
 
How will your confidentiality be protected? 
Your anonymity and confidentiality will be protected to the fullest possible extent, 
within the limits of the law. In doing so, you will not be named and only the participating 
researchers will have access to data. All collected data will be stored securely on locked 
filing cabinets and password-protected computers in the Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education.  All data will be destroyed after five years of the thesis publication date. 
Please take note that this study has been approved by the University of Melbourne 
Human Research Ethics Committee. Apart from that, we also have the approval from 
the Malaysian Ministry of Education and Malaysian Department of Orang Asli 
Development.  
 
Do you have to take part? 
 
Participation in this project is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate, you can 
give your consent by signing the accompanying Consent Form and returning it in the 
envelope provided. You are free to withdraw your consent at any time even after you 
have signed the Consent Form. If you withdraw your consent, all unprocessed data 
related to your responses will be excluded from this project. 
 
Will you be informed about the findings of this study? 
 
Once the study is completed, a brief summary of the findings can be made available to 
you upon request.  
 
Where can you get further information? 
If you would like to know more about the project, or if you have any concerns during 
the course of the project, please contact us using the details below: 
 

Dr. Paul Molynuex 
Phone: +603 8344-8202  
Email: 
pdmoly@unimelb.edu.au 

Professor Joseph Lo Bianco 
Phone:+60383448346/8412 
Email: 
j.lobianco@unimelb.edu.au 

Ms. Suria Angit 
Phone: +60420312909 
Email: 
suriaa@student.unimelb.edu.au 

 
If, at any stage, you have concerns about the conduct of the project, please contact the Executive 
Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne on phone: 03 8344 2073, or fax: 03 
9347 6739. 
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We hope you agree to participate in this important study about Orang Asli’s language learning. Thank 
you for your time and cooperation. 
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Appendix F 

LANGUAGE USE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PRIMARY STUDENTS 
What languages do you use in these situations?  
 
You may choose more than one language. 
OA= Bahasa Orang Asli    BM= Bahasa Malaysia     E=English    O= Other  N/A= Not 
available 
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What languages do you use in these situations?  
You may choose more than one language.  
OA= Bahasa Orang Asli     BM= Bahasa Malaysia     E=English    O= Other  N/A= Not 
available 
 

 
 
What other languages do you know? 
__________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Name: ____________________                                Year: _____________________                  
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Appendix G 
 

LANGUAGE USE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SECONDARY STUDENTS 
 
Which languages do you use in the following situations? You may choose more than one 
language. Please tick the relevant columns.  
  

  Situation OA Malay English Other N/A 

1 Speaking to your parents 
at home. 

          

2 Speaking to your siblings 
at home. 

          

3 Speaking to your 
neighbours in your village 

          

4 Speaking to the elders in 
your village 

          

5 Asking questions to your 
Malay language teacher 
during lessons 

          

6 Asking questions to your 
English language teacher 
during lessons 

          

7 Discussing homework 
with your friends 

          

8 Chit chatting with your 
Orang Asli friends  

          

9 Chit chatting with your 
Malay friends 

          

10 Chit chatting with your 
Chinese friends 
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11 Chit chatting  with your 
Indian friends 

          

12 
Giving directions to 
strangers 

     

13 Buying goods at the shop      

14 Singing      

15 Watching TV/ movies.           

16 Reading newspapers           

17 Reading for leisure           

18 Using mobile phones           

19 Using your computer           

20 Reading on the internet           

21 
Writing your status on 
social media 

          

22 
Sending text messages to 
your family members 

          

23 
Sending text messages to 
your Orang Asli friends. 

          

24 
Sending text messages to 
your Malay friends 

          

25 
Sending text messages to 
your Chinese friends 

          

26 
Sending text messages to 
your Indian friends 
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  27 
Writing formal letters to 
teachers  

      

 
 
 
What about in other situations? Please specify, if any:  
  

Situation OA Malay English Other 
languanges 

          

          

          

 
  
 Name:____________________                                Form:____________________                    
School:____________________ 
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Appendix H 

 

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT INTERVIEW 
 

 

Outside school setting 
  

1. You can speak three different languages. You can speak Semai, Malay and English. Which 
language do you like most? Why? 

2. Which one do you like the least? Why? 
3. When you talk to your parents at home, what language (s) do you use? Why do you use the  

language? 
4. When you talk to your teachers at school, what language (s) do you use? Why do you use 

the language? 
5. What about when you’re talking to your friends at school. Why do you use the language? 
6. If you meet a friend who doesn’t speak Bahasa Orang Asli, what language (s) would you 

use? Why? 
7. Do you want to meet with an English speaking person and speak English with him/her? 

Why? 
  
Inside school setting 
 

8. Do you like learning Semai/ Malay/ English? 
9. Why do you like learning the language (at school)? 
10. Which language do you think is easiest for you? Why? 
11. Which language do you think is the most difficult for you? Why? 
12.  Do you like doing your Semai homework? What about Malay and English? 
13.  Why do you like doing the  homework? 
14. Do your mum and dad help you doing your homework at school? 
15. Are you happy with your marks for the last Semai/Malay/English exams? Why? 
16. What about your mum and dad? Are they happy with the marks? 
17. Do you want to get better marks in Semai/Malay/English exams? Why 
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Appendix I 
GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR STUDENT SHARING CIRCLE 

 
 

 
1 Can you briefly describe the photo? 
2 Why do you want to share this photo? 
3 Tell me the story behind this photo? What happened that day when you took the photo? 
4 What language(s) were used in this situation (depicted in the photo)? 
5 Why was the language/ were the languages used? 
6 What would happen if other languages (Semai/ Malay/English) were used instead? 
7 How did you feel when the photo was taken? 
8 How do you think the person (s) (in the photo) felt when this photo was taken? 
9 Why is it important for people to know about what happened in this photo? 
10 What does this photo tell people about your identity/life as an Orang Asli? 
11 What does this photo tell people about our Orang Asli community? 
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Appendix J 
 

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR PARENT SHARING CIRCLE 
 

 
1 Can you tell me about yourself and your family? 
2 Do you think it is important for your children to attend school? Why? 
3 Do you help your children with their homework? 
4 What do you think of the teachers at school? 
5 How much do you know about your children learning at school? 
6 What do you think about Malay and English? 
7 Do you think the children need those languages? Why? 
8 Can you share a story about your children’s learning at school? 
9 What are the problems that you think your children face when learning all three languages? 
10 Do you think it’s useful for the children to learn other languages?  
11 Do you want your children to speak more than one language? Why? 
12 Can you describe your children’s typical school day?  
13 What do you think  about Orang Asli children who cannot speak Bahasa OA?  
14 How would you feel if your children speak Malay better than their Bahasa OA? 
15 How would you feel if your children speak English better than Malay or Bahasa OA? 
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Appendix K 
GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR TEACHER INTERVIEW 

 
Background 

1 Describe your educational and cultural backgrounds. 
2 How long have you been teaching? 
3 How long have you been teaching at  this Orang Asli school/ Orang Asli students? 
4 What subject(s) do you teach? 
5 How long have you been teaching the subject(s)? 
6 Describe your students’ cultural backgrounds. 
 

Attitudes and beliefs about Orang Asli students 
7 What do you think of the levels of performance of Orang Asli students in your class? 
8 What are your expectations for the students? 
9 Are there any barriers between you and your Orang Asli students. What are the barriers? 
10 Are there any differences (in terms of learning styles) between Orang Asli students and students of other 

races (in your class)? What are the differences? 
11 Do you think the differences will hinder Orang Asli students from performing better in the subject? 
12 Do you think Orang Asli students can perform better in the subject? 
13 How can Orang Asli students improve their levels of performance in the subject? 
14 In your opinion, what are the main factors for underachievement amongst your Orang Asli students? 
15 Do you think learning Semai/ Malay/ English is important for Orang Asli students? Why/Why not? 
 

Incorporating Orang Asli students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge in school-based learning 
16 Have you received any formal training on multicultural education before? 
17 What do you think of multicultural education in Malaysian schools? 
18 How much do you know  about the Orang Asli culture and heritage? 
19 Do you speak Bahasa Orang Asli? 
20 Have you taken any personal initiatives to improve your knowledge about the Orang Asli culture and 

heritage? What are the initiatives? 
21 How do you decide on the selection of topics and materials for each lesson? 
22 What kinds of materials do you usually use? How do you choose the materials? 
23 Do you relate your lessons to students’ home life and culture? How is this done? 
24 Have your Orang Asli students been given any opportunities to share stories about their home and culture 

in the classroom? How has this been done? 
25 Is it important for teachers to motivate students to be proud of their cultures and heritage? How is this 

done in your classroom? 
26 Is bonding with Orang Asli students outside classroom settings important for teachers? Why/Why not? 

27 Do you communicate with the Orang Asli parents and communities? How? 
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Appendix L 

SCRIPTING FORM FOR CLASSROOM OBSERVATION 

 

School : 
Class : 
Date : 
Time : 

Title of lesson : 
Lesson objective(s) : 

 

 
 

Aspect Notes 

Demographic 
 

 

Physical setting 
 
 
 

Classroom 
activities and 
interactions 

 

 
 

Important 
dialogues 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Reflection 
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Appendix M 

SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TEMPLATE FOR INTERVIEW 
DATA 

 
 

Meaning Unit 
(Quotations from student interview) Code Theme 

If we pass English subject, it’s easier 
to go abroad. If I go abroad, I can earn 
more, and I can help my mom and dad 
in the village. 

English is useful for transnational 
mobility. 
 
Going abroad promises better-
paying jobs in the future. 

Value/imp
ortance of 
English 

language 

(Malay is) Not that important, because 
it’s hard to go abroad. English is more 
widely used abroad because people 
understand it. Malay, not so much. 

English is useful for transnational 
mobility 

Value/imp
ortance of 

Malay 
language 

If we work with the Malays, we can 
speak Malay. Or when teacher’s 
teaching, we can understand. 

Communicative function 
locally/lingua franca 

Value/imp
ortance of 

Malay 
language 

 

(If we don’t speak Malay) It’s hard to 
communicate with people in Malaysia. 

Communicative function 
locally/lingua franca 

Value/imp
ortance of 

Malay 
language 

Because it’s my people’s language. 
Our identity. Identity marker 

Value/imp
ortance of 

OA 
language 

Yes, it is also important so that people 
won’t think OA have vanished. Vitality of OA identity 

Value/imp
ortance of 

OA 
language 
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I am not willing to lose Semai. But if I 
lose Malay, I can still speak English 
when I come back to Malaysia, and 
people will still understand me. 
 

Unwillingness to lose OA 
language 
 
Willingness to lose Malay 

Language 
maintenan

ce and 
language 

loss 
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Appendix N 
SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TEMPLATE FOR PHOTOVOICE (VISUAL) DATA 

 

Photograph Feature Code Theme 

 

woman 
cooking 
bamboo 

daily activity 
adat (custom) 
tradition 

OA culture 

 

tempok 
adat (custom) 
tradition 
identity 

OA culture and 
identity 

 

women 
chit-chatting 
village 
 

kinship 
communal activity 
language use 

Recreation 

 

teenagers 
singing 
playing 
music 
(guitar) 
school hostel 

leisure activity 
friendship 
language use 

Recreation and 
entertainment 
 
Life in the school 
hotel 
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Appendix O 

STEPS FOR STREAMLINING AFFORDANCES  (Aronin, 2019, p. 248) 
 

 
 
  
 


