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Abstract

Literacy among the indigenous pupils (orang asli) is often understood in cultural terms within the
education system not only in Malaysia but also across the world. Literacy is a significant issue for all nations
(National Literacy Trust, 2012). This study focuses on the performance of the orang asli under the Malaysian
LINUS (Literacy and Numeracy Screening) programme, which is an early intervention program to improve
literacy and numeracy. Amongst the educational issues, the orang asli have a rather disproportionate percentage
of primary pupils who face challenges in English language literacy acquisition. The main objective of the study
is to find out the relationship between selected aspects of cultural capital and orang asli pupils’ performance in
the LINUS program. Additionally, the study intends to find out initiatives taken by teachers to improve the
orang asli pupils’ performance in the LINUS Programme. Questionnaires and interviews were administered to
collect data from 106 orang asli pupils and ten teachers from a selected region in Malaysia, based on purposive
sampling. Generally, the findings suggest that there is a lack of cultural capital among the orang asli parents and
this poses challenges to pupils’ literacy levels in English. In classrooms, there must be a move towards a
culturally responsive pedagogy which recognizes the orang asli pupils’ cultural knowledge, their prior
experiences, values and beliefs. The pupils are more inclined to engage in classroom activities that are fun and
relate to their environment. Pupils enjoy positive learning experiences as they engage in playing, singing,
drawing and colouring. Most teachers noted that by encouraging their children to attend school, the parents had
demonstrated that they valued literacy. During the presentation, the audience will experience hands-on the
pedagogical initiatives for the orang asli pupils and discuss cultural capital and equity issues based on videos or
pictures taken.
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1.0 Background

Similar to may parts in the world, pupils’ literacy in English language among the Malaysian primary schools is a
major concern among parents, educators and the government as many Malaysian pupils are still unable to master
basic literacy skills in reading and writing. This ability to read and write in English is much more critical among
the economically disadvantaged groups such as the Orang Asli (indigenous pupils).

Research seems to consistently indicate that low academic achievement is closely linked to the lack of strong
literacy skills, as pupils with poor literacy skills will not only face challenges in school but these challenges go
beyond the school walls (Clark & Burke, 2012; National Literacy Trust, 2012). Having strong literacy skills is
essential for success in school and beyond because literacy is “the prerequisite to academic achievement”, which
requires that pupils “read and write across a wide variety of disciplines, genres, and materials with increasing
skill, flexibility and insight” (Snow & Biancarosa, 2003, p. 5); as well as to read, comprehend, and learn from
texts that make more demands on readers, which require that they master words and vocabulary, expand their
knowledge, and also be able to think in an open and critical way (Chall & Jacobs, 2003). Research also indicates
that strong literacy skills in children are developed when they are exposed to early reading experiences. Indeed,
there is strong evidence to indicate that the consequences of a slow start in literacy become enormous over time
and continue into adulthood without proper intervention (Grossen, 1997; Slavin & Madden, 1989).

The effects of low literacy are far-reaching. Research suggests that children who fail in reading and fail to show
improvement in assessments related to reading at the initial stages are at risk and this failure might extend to
other subjects (Mclntosh, Horner, Chard, Boland & Good, 2006). The need to help at risk students and those
who have low levels of reading abilities can be addressed by reading intervention programs.



The Malaysian Ministry of Education (MoE) introduced an educational intervention programme called the
‘Literacy and Numeracy Screening’ (LINUS) in 2010 followed by LINUS 2.0 in 2013. This programme is based
on the principle that low performing or at-risk pupils can be identified at the early stage of schooling and
provided with additional teaching support after a relatively short exposure to classroom instruction. This is in
line with the inclusive educational policy adopted in Malaysia.

As the LINUS2.0 Programme is an early reading intervention for the beginning reader, the phonics approach is
used as the strategy to teach reading. Phonemic awareness and the alphabetic principle are two fundamental
skills for reading acquisition (Mann & Foy, 2003; Simmons, Kame’enui, Coyne & Chard, 2002). This early
reading intervention is focused on phonological skills development at the onset-rhyme level, alphabet work,
word analysis and whole word reading. Phonics is one of the most effective methods to engage children in
reading activities at an early stage. Therefore, for pupils who have poor levels of reading skills and do not
respond to universal reading, a secondary reading intervention could bring positive reading outcomes (Kamps &
Greenwood, 2005; Lane & Menzies, 2003). This reading intervention could be in the form of supplemental or
remedial reading.

LINUS 2.0 is a data driven intervention programme which addresses the needs of individual students. It
facilitates teachers’ efforts to identify pupils who have reading difficulties and is somewhat diagnostic in the
sense that it helps teachers determine the specific reading skills that their pupils are unable to acquire
(Rosseliiah, Sabariah & Chan, 2015). However, the performance of the Orang Asli is definitely lower than the
national average performance. Although many efforts have been made to empower the Orang Asli via education
which includes English language literacy and the LINUS 2 program, the orang asli children’s’ performance
suggests that there are several literacy issues that need to be investigated and addressed.

1.1 Orang Asli

Malaysia presents a picture of intriguing diversity comprising peoples from the Malay Archipelago, China, India
and the indigenous population. Peninsular Malaysia is home to a diverse population constituting the Orang
Asli/ndigenous population (Hood, 2006). Based on a broad categorisation of the Orang Asli, there are three
major types that include the Aboriginal Malay, the Senoi and the Negrito. They have some shared characteristics
but also several distinctive features, practices and socio cultural norms (Bellwood, 1997; JHEOA, 2002;
Nicholas, 2006).

Orang Asli children have been classified as a group of at-risk students in the context of development as they
face serious problems (Ministry of Education, 2006). Therefore, realising this impact towards the future of the
Orang Asli community, the Child Poverty Act 2010 had set out governmental proposals to end child poverty by
2020.

2.0 Problem Statement

For second language learners, the task of learning to read is not a natural, simple and automatic process as it
involves the simultaneous cognitive processes of linking the abstractions of phonemes (sounds), graphemes
(letters) and morphemes (words) where the final goal of these processes is to reach the comprehension
(meaning) level. Therefore, the LINUS2.0 Programme was introduced in 2013 to help the at-risk pupils to
acquire Basic English language literacy by using the phonics approach as an early reading intervention. Many
beginning readers appeared to benefit from this programme. However, the results persistently show the under-
achievement of the Orang Asli pupils in Orang Asli Secondary Schools as compared to the mainstream schools
This gap in achievement needs to be addressed (Wong &Abdullah, 2018) in line with the MoE’s objective of
inclusive education so that no child is left behind.

The Orang Asli nature is such that they are inhibited, shy, inward-looking, and wary of new experiences, live
very much with Nature and its natural rhythms, and communicate in ways that do not fit easily into
communication practices in the mainstream. These factors might affect their performance in school.
Furthermore, the main exposure and need to learn English only become apparent when the Orang Asli pupils
attend school (Sumathi, 2013). Therefore, this study will look into the cultural capital of the Orang Asli pupils,
which goes beyond attendance records and exam scores.

3.0 Research Questions (RQ)



For the purposes of this study, the following research questions were addressed:

RQ1: What are the levels of cultural capital of the Orang Asli pupils?

RQ2: How does the form of cultural capital influence the Orang Asli pupils performance in the LINUS.20
Programme?

RQ3: What are the teacher’s suggestions on ways to improve the Orang Asli pupils’ performance in the
LINUS.20 Programme?

4.0 Theoretical perspective

This research draws on the notions of cultural capital and selected aspects of cultural capital related to parental
cultural capital.

The concept of cultural capital was initially developed by Bourdieu and his colleagues in order to explain
cultural and social reproduction in French society (example, why pupils from well to do families
disproportionately enjoy academic success, while pupils from poor families do not) (Bourdieu, 1977; DeGraaf
et. al., 2000). In this sense, cultural capital is the most valuable in relation to education, as cultural capital is the
most relevant to one’s academic success in school (Bourdieu, 1986; Essi d’Almeida, 2012). Cultural capital
includes the aspect of culture such as family background, traditions, education, attitudes, behaviour, and taste
that are privileged in society and typically help one achieve economic success (Lane & Taber, 2012).

This study gives emphasis to the schoolchildren’s parental cultural capital in which institutions confer academic
recognition, recognise skills and knowledge or value professional qualifications. These forms of capital are
closely intertwined with human capital which includes quality of life, beliefs, world views, attitudes and
motivation. These become ingrained in the individual as a result of the socialisation within the Orang Asli
community, including the parents. Thus, the individual becomes a microcosm of what the community stands for
and the values they uphold.

5.0 Literature review

Early intervention is based on the principle that low performing pupils can be identified and provided with
additional teaching support after a relatively short exposure to classroom instruction. Teachers therefore need to
remain focused on teaching English as a subject with all the demands the 21% century makes without
overlooking the learning outcomes of student groups who have consistently performed below expectations in the
subject. To engage them more successfully, schools need to provide a more dynamic and productive curriculum
in English that reflects the changing nature of society and pupils literacy needs especially the pupils from low-
performing and low-income societal backgrounds.

Education has long been considered a critical factor to help the Indigenous disadvantaged children (Ockenden,
2014). There are Indigenous pupils regularly attending school and succeeding at school (Purdie et al. 2011). In
Australia (CCYPCG, 2007), Indigenous pupils who complete Year 12 have greater employment opportunities,
more self-confidence, and participate more in community life. However, the statistics indicate that as a group,
Indigenous pupils are performing well below the educational standards of other pupils on measures of literacy,
school enrolment, school attendance and Year 12 completion (COAG Reform Council, 2013b). Although more
Indigenous young people are now completing Year 12, there have been few improvements in the proportions of
Indigenous pupils meeting the minimum national standards in reading across all age groups (COAG Reform
Council, 2013a).

Attending school has a positive impact on learning, but this by itself is insufficient. Children should feel
engaged in the learning activities and feel connected to the school (Ockenden.2014). School engagement and
academic achievement are closely intertwined (Woolley & Bowen, 2007). Engagement in school together with
the learning process gains more significance as attrition rates are high among the Indigenous pupils as compared
to non-Indigenous pupils. Furthermore, the indigenous schoolchildren tend to have lower educational aspirations
(Bodkin-Andrews et al. 2010; Craven 2003).

Norwaliza & Ramlee (2015) found that Orang Asli pupils show more positive responses in the classroom if the
teacher could adopt methods that were perceived to be fun and meaningful for the students. Thus, there is a need
for diversity rather than a rigid approach that is confined to the textbook. This finding was consistent with the
findings by Hassan (2006) who states that teachers with high competence in teaching produce high levels of
student achievement. Norwaliza. & Ramlee (2015) mentioned that teachers who show excellent classroom
management and decide on the appropriate teaching strategies will be able to capture indigenous students’



interest to learn. However, indigenous inclined pedagogy and the cultural context of the Orang Asli is neglected
and this research focuses on this aspect of Orang Asli education.

6.0 Research Methodology

This study used a mixed method approach with a combination of the quantitative and qualitative methods. The
participants were pupils from Years 2 and 3 of the sub-ethnic groups (Semai) from three different schools, and
the teachers selected were those who teach Orang Asli pupils. All participants were involved in the LINUS 2.0
program. 110 students were chosen to participate in the study while all the ten teachers were chosen from the
schools. The teachers were referred to as T1 till T10 to maintain confidentiality.

The items were guided by the main focus of the study, which is about parental cultural capital and LINUS 2.0
which relates to English language literacy. Close-ended questionnaires were distributed to the 110 students and
106 responded. The questionnaire for teachers was adopted from Pishghadam, Noghani, and. Zabihi (2011). The
interviews with teachers were based on semi-structured interviews. Data analysis for the questionnaires involved
simple frequencies. The SPSS version 23 was used. As for the qualitative aspect, a thematic analysis was used
for the teacher interviews.

7.0 Findings/Discussion
RQ1

In relation to the background of the respondents in this study, it shows that majority of the family financial
resources are from the farming and the agricultural sector, where 62.26% of the parents of the Orang Asli pupils
are working as rubber tappers and labourers in the palm oil plantation in their respective areas. For 25.47% of
the respondents, the family income comes from casual employment such as working in supermarkets and
grocery shops while another 11.32% of the responses indicate that the family income comes from various jobs
such as school guards, policemen and teachers.

The teachers were in agreement that generally, the parents of the pupils taking part in this study had limited
financial resources and engaged in occupations identified with the lower income group. With regard to the total
monthly family income, most of the teachers agreed that the pupils in their schools come from the lower income
groups with less than RM500 per month.

RQ2

In many ways, the need for intervention in literacy practices becomes more acute when there is a lack of support
from outside the confines of the school.

Based on the student questionnaire, 94.34% of the respondents disagreed that they have computer/laptop at
home while 82.08% of Orang Asli pupils claimed that they don’t have reading materials at home. Statistics also
proved that the parents of most of these pupils had very limited participation in several activities that would help
to improve literacy levels. 76.42% of the children claimed that they did not get their parents’ encouragement to
read when they were children, 69.81% did not volunteer for school projects and 62.26% of the parents did not
encourage them in school activities. Nearly half of the respondents disagreed that they have
television/VVCD/radio/cassette. The statistics also reveal that parents dedicate very little time for family or
children’s education, to encourage reading and writing, or invest in extra tuition

Teachers generally agreed that the children in the study had limited resources and parent participation was
limited for them to improve their English language literacy. An excerpt is given below:

They depends 100% to the school as their home environment are not supportive to learn and use
English language especially the tools needed. (T3)

The teachers agreed that a lack of resources and activities that promote English language literacy poses
challenges for the students. Students become more dependent on the school to improve literacy levels.

Finally, most teachers noted that parents were struggling economically and hardly spent time on educational
pursuits for their children, monitor homework, or take the children to educational sites. The home does not
privilege literacy engagement.

RQ 3



Generally, the Orang Asli pupils have unique distinct languages, knowledge systems, and cultural beliefs. The
teachers realize that their tasks could be much more challenging as their pedagogical approaches have to be
culturally responsive and relevant to the community.

Based on the teacher responses, the teacher’s initiatives in the classroom could be categorized into 3 major
strands:

i)  fun learning element in teaching and learning,
ii)  holistic and hands-on teaching and learning, and

iili) maximizing and familiarizing the English language.

All the teachers agreed that they have to revisit the existing approaches used for the Orang Asli pupils. The
existing approach here referred to traditional methods which are driven by the textbook and the Orang Asli
pupils are expected to sit, read and learn. The fun learning elements encourage pupils to participate with
teacher’s guidance. Pupils enjoy positive learning experiences as they engage in playing, performing sketches,
singing, making models of objects using bamboo, drawing and colouring.

The teachers introduced teaching and learning methods that are actually linked to the holistic and hands-on
teaching approach towards their Orang Asli pupils and it was cross-curricular. Song based activities, game-
based activities, project based activities, and art works in English language classrooms were seen to be closely
related to the world of the Orang Asli pupils.

Teachers admit that pupils were having major problems due to the limited use of English. However, they
believed that by including elements of language and culture in the lesson, they can have some positive outcomes
such as good results in academic writing, reducing dropout rates, improving school attendance percentages,
reducing clinical symptoms and improving the behaviour of students as has been proven in other studies (Smith,
Leake, & Kamekona, 1998; Yagi, 1985). Even though they code mix Malay and English in classrooms, and use
the tribal language and body language at the same time so that comprehension is made easier, the important
point is that some amount of English is filtered into the lessons. T1 said:

Those pupils are practising for action songs competition. Haaaa...impressive right? They can
memorize 3 English songs | gave them just because they like to do it.

Culturally, the Orang Asli pupils were not familiar with English and the best possibility to use the language is in
the classroom with the teachers. While this research was done in the context of the Malaysian scenario, the
pedagogical implications are not confined to Malaysia but could also be applied to indigenous students who are
not part of the mainstream practices. In classrooms, there must be a move towards a culturally responsive
pedagogy which recognizes the orang asli pupils’ worldviews, cultural knowledge, their prior experiences,
values and beliefs. This awareness must be instilled in teacher training institutions.

Parents have the awareness of sending their children to school but they are not able to cater to the needs of
providing an English language learning environment at home. They tend to depend on school most of the time.
They have the awareness of monitoring their children’s’ homework but they fail to help them to complete the
homework. They encourage their children to go to school to learn to read but focus less on encouraging their
children to read at home. Realizing the parents’ awareness and involvement, the discussion through the
interview with all the respondents (teachers) found that currently there were many programmes involving the
parents or family that solely come from the school itself or from the Ministry of Education, JAKOA
(Department of Orang Asli Affairs) or other concerned organizations.

Conclusion

This study found several significant issues between the Orang Asli cultural capital and their literacy
performance in LINUS 2.0. The finding shows that the levels of pupils’ cultural capital were strongly
influenced by their parents’ cultural capital. This finding was consistent with the findings by Anderson &
Cheung (2003) and Lareau (2003) which states that children inherit cultural capital from their parents, either
passively via exposure to parents’ cultural capital or actively via parents’ deliberate efforts to transfer cultural
capital to their children.
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