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ABSTRACT 

Listening comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia and English are important components in the 

learning process in Malaysia. Both languages play important roles in Malaysia educational field. 

This study examined the listening comprehension in both languages based on students' ethnicity 

groups. Besides that, this study also investigated listening comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia 

and English based on students' first, second and third language. Data on Primary 1 students (N = 

866) from 11 government schools. A Kruskal Wallis Test showed that the students' performance 

in listening comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia and English based on the students' ethnicity 

groups. Result shows that there was a significant difference in students' performance in listening 

comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia. The difference was because of some students from ethnics 

groups could answer the all the questions correctly while some could not answer the questions at 

all. Besides that, there was no significant difference in students' performance in listening 

comprehension in English because students from all the ethnic groups obtained consistent 

results. Not only that, the One-Sample T -test showed that the students could perform better in 

listening tasks in Bahasa Malaysia compared to the listening tasks in English. Moreover, the 

findings discussed the reasons that contribute to the differences between students' performance 

in Bahasa Malaysia and English in listening comprehension. 

Keywords: listening comprehension, ethnicity groups, English as a Second Language 

iv 



ABSTRAK 


Kefahaman mendengar dalam Bahasa Malaysia dan Bahasa Inggeris adalah komponen penting 

dalam proses pembelajaran di Malaysia. Kedua-dua bahasa memainkan peranana penting dalam 

bidang pendidikan di Malaysia. Kajian ini adalah untuk menkaji kefahaman mendengar dalam 

kedua-dua bahasa berdasarkan kumpulan etnik pelajar itu sendiri. Selain itu, kajian ini juga 

menkaji kefahaman mendengar dalam kalangan pelajar-pelajar berdasarkan bahasa pertama, 

kedua dan ketiga yang digunakan oleh pelajar. Data pelajar Darjah 1 (N = 866) dari 11 buah 

sekolah kerajaan telah di analisis. Kruskal Wallis Test telah menunjukkan prestasi pelajar dalam 

kefahaman mendengar dalam Bahasa Malaysia dan Bahasa Inggeris berdasarkan kumpulan etnik 

pelajar itu sendiri. Keputusan telah menunjukkan bahawa ada perbezaan ketara dalam prestasi 

pelajar dalam kefahaman mendeangar dalam Bahasa Malaysia. Perbezaan ketara ini disebabkan 

oleh prestasi pelajar dari satu kumpulan etnik sangat baik manakala ada pelajar dari kumpulan 

etnik lain sangat lemah. Selain itu, perbezaan prestasi pelajar dalam kefahaman mendengar 

dalam Bahasa Inggeris dalam kalangan pelajar adalah tidak ketara. Hal ini disebabkan oleh 

konsisten dalam pretasi pelajar dalam kefehaman mendengar dalam Bahasa Inggeris. Bukan itu 

sahaja, One-Sampel T-test telah menunjukkan bahawa pelajar dapat menunjukan pretasi yang 

bagus dalam kefahaman mendengar dalam Bahasa Malaysia jika dibandingkan dengan pretasi 

dalam kefahaman mendengar dalam Bahasa Inggeris. Bukan itu sahaja, dapatan kajian 

membincangk~ sebab-sebabkenapa ada belakunya perbezaan prestasi dalam kemah iran 

mendengar dalam Bahasa Malaysia dan Bahasa Inggeris dalam kalangan pelajar Darjah 1. 

Kata kund: kefahaman mendengar, kumpulan etnik, Bahasa Inggeris sebagai Bahasa Kedua 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Bahasa Malaysia and English are two important languages in Malaysia especiaUy in the 

educational field. Both of these languages are used in the majority of the schools in Malaysia 

from the primary level until the university level. Since there two languages are used in the 

educational field, all the activities related to learning are delivered in both of these languages. 

Besides that, Bahasa Malaysia is used as the official language while English is used as a second 

language in Malaysia. Malaysia is a one country that has many different ethnicities. Many people 

come from different backgrounds and they have their own mother tongue to communicate among 

themselves. 

Listening is a cognitive process that is that used to deliver the knowledge in the learning 

activity. Every day students need to deal with the listening activity. Besides writing and reading, 

listening comprehension is necessary in the classroom. For example, when teachers give 

instruction to the students, the students need to understand so that they will know how to respond 

to the instruction. 

Background of the Study 

Since listening comprehension is involved during the learning process using Bahasa 

Malaysia and English, it important for the students to understand the meaning ofthe words used 

during the listening activities. The students need to have the ability to comprehend all the 

messages that they received. 

Adults spend 40% to 50% of their time listening, 23% t030% speaking, 11% to 16% 

reading and only 9% for writing (Ghoneim, 2013). Thus, these percentages show that listening 
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activity is an active process in our daily life. Adults need more time to listen as compared to the 

other learning process that was involved. 

Children born and grow up learning their mother language, and are only exposed to other 

languages when they enter the school. They need to learn the second language in school starting 

from kindergartens until university. In Malaysia, both Bahasa Malaysia and English are 

important in the educational setting. For certain children, Bahasa Malaysia and English were 

their second language which only been learned in their school only. For instead Iban children, 

they used Bahasa Iban as their first language while Bahasa Malaysia or English were their 

second language. 

However, certain students have difficulty in the usage ofsecond language. One of the 

examples is difficult in listening when the second language is used for communicating in a 

learning environment. The complex structure of language makes it difficult to acquire the 

knowledge. Most students have, a good listening comprehension toward their mother tongue but 

they are poor in a second language. However, some students may be good in both languages. 

Hongyon, Liyang and lie (2009) reported that listening provides input to the learner. Without 

understanding the input of learning process, the learning cannot start. Before the students start to 

learn, they must have ability to listen in order for the learner to understand what the meaning of 

the instruction given to them. 

Problem Statement 

Most of the studies in listening comprehension are conducted in English (Selamat & 

Sidnu, 2013). This is because English language is a medium for communication for most 

countries in the world. However, research about listening comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia is 

very rare (Lee & Wheldall, 2009). Bahasa Malaysia is the official language taught in national 

2 



schools in Malaysia. Malaysia is a country that has a variety of ethnicity such as Malay, India, 

Chinese, Iban and Kadazan. Each of the ethnicity has its own dominant language for daily 

communication. Even though Bahasa Malaysia is always used in daily life for communication or 

reading, there are certain people who still cannot understand its meaning. The present study was 

conducted to examine children's listening comprehension in English and Bahasa Malaysia. The 

reasons why this study was conducted in both languages are because these two languages are 

necessary in the education system. 

There are very few studies that involve young children's listening comprehension. In a 

previous study that quite similar to this study the respondents in public university students 

(Selamat & Sidnu, 2013). However, this present study will involve Primary 1 because Primary 1 

is the official starting point in the education system where they learn to read, write and listen. 

Thus, they have varying ability in these skills. Furthermore, in Primary 1 the more basic element 

comprising simple word structure based on grammar, phonology and lexicons are taught. 

Comprehension ability especially during a listening activity must be identified early. 

Listening is very important for enhancing other learning processes such as reading and writing. 

Furthermore, Lyon (1996) argued that listening disability is a one type oflearning disability. The 

other types of learning disability includes expressive language, reading skills, reading 

comprehension, written expression, mathematical calculation and mathematical reasoning (Lyon, 

1996). Hence, it is important to children with problems in.listening comprehension to be 

identified as early as possible before it worsens. Identifying children with difficulty in listening 

comprehension will enable school professionals to provide the necessary remediation (Snow & 

Perkins, 1979). 
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Objective 

General Objective. The main objective is to compare students' performance for listening 


comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia and English among Primary 1 students. 


Specific Objectives. There are two specific objectives for this present study: 


1. To investigate which one ofthe languages will show better results among the Primary 1 


students in the listening comprehension task. 


2. To investigate the students' performance for each ethnicity group in listening comprehension 


in Bahasa Malaysia and English. 


Research Questions. There are two research questions for this study: 


1. What languages will perform better in listening comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia and 


English among Primary 1 students? 


2. What are the students' performances in listening comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia and 


English for each ethnicity group? 


Hypothesis. There are three hypotheses in this study. First research question has one hypothesis 


while second research question has two hypotheses. 


HOI: There is no significant difference between the performance in listening comprehension in 


Bahasa Malaysia and English among Primary 1 students. 


H02: There is no significant difference between the students' performance in listening 


comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia based on ethnicity groups. 


H03: There ~s no significant difference between the students' performance in listening 


comprehension in English based on ethnicity groups. 
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Definition of Terms 

Conceptual term 

1. Listening Comprehension 


The process that involve understanding toward the spoken ianguage (Nadig, 2013). 


2. Ethnic Group 


Group ofpeople who have several same characteristics such as proper name, more culture and 


geographic origin (Howard & Didham, 2005). 


3. Bahasa Malaysia 


Bahasa Malaysia is a language that comes from central Asia. Besides that, it shares 


characteristics of vocabularies in Iban, Semambuk and Paittan languages (Mat Awal, Abu Bakar, 


Abdul Hamid & lalauddin, 2007). 


4. English 


English is from Indo-European group which was classified in Germanic language (Mat Awal, 


Abu Bakar, Abdul Hamid & lalauddin, 2007). 


Operational term 

1. Listening Comprehension 


The ability of the students understands the speech by answering the question sheets. 


2. Ethnicity 


The ability of the students comes from the different ethnic group to answer the question from 


what they listen using their second language. 


3. Bahasa Malaysia 


The ability ofthe students to understand the speech narrated using Bahasa Malaysia. 
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4. English 

The ability of the students to understand the speech narrated using English. 

Significance of the Study 

Listening is a crucial activity in the learning process because it an active process in our 

life (Hu, 2012). Listening comprehension needs background knowledge in order to understand 

the meaning of speech or instruction given by speaker (Hu, 2012). Besides that, listening 

comprehension is important to predict the reading ability of the children. Based on the Simple 

View ofReading (SVR) proposed by Gough and Tunmer (1986) reading ability is the product of 

decoding and oral language comprehension (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012). In order to achieve 

understanding in acquiring knowledge, students need to comprehend what they hear. Some 

students may do better in reading and writing but they may be very poor in listening because 

they cannot understand what they hear. 

Thus, the present study is important to detect students who are poor in listening 

comprehension in Bahasa Malaysia and English as early as possible. Additionally, Snow and 

Perkins (1979) argued that listening skills can be taught in a systematic manner. 

Scope of the Study 

The present study involved 11 national schools (Sekolah Kebangsaan) around Kuching. 

Besides that, the present study involves all Primary 1 students (i.e., 7 years old) from the 11 

schools. The students come from different demographic .backgrounds such as gender and races. 

Literature Review 

First and foremost, the usage of Bahasa Malaysia and English are important in Malaysia's 

educational system. Both languages are used in the learning process especially in the primary 

and secondary school. Besides that, Bahasa Malaysia and English are used until the university 
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level. These two languages are important language for the learning process and also in the daily 

communication. All the instruments and materials involve in learning process such as reading, 

writing, speaking and Hstening used Bahasa Malaysia and English. Furthermore, Bahasa 

Malaysia and English also used as second language for the certain ethnic groups. For the 

children who used both languages as their second language, they are exposed or learn the pattern 

of these two languages only after they have entered kindergarten. Before that, they only exposed 

to their own mother language. 

Orthography in Bahasa Malaysia and English 

According to Lee and Wheldall (2009), Bahasa Malaysia and English are quite similar in 

the writing system. Both languages use th~ same 26 letters in the alphabet. However, the English 

is deeper in orthography while the Bahasa Malaysia language is more consistent in 

correspondence between phonemes and graphemes. 

Second language requires listening skills where the listeners need to understand what the 

speaker say to them. In educational fields, listening skills are necessary for children. This is 

because majority of the teacher will deliver the knowledge through communication. In order to 

gain that knowledge, the children need to understand what the knowledge is about. Besides that, 

when the children understand the knowledge that they received from what they had listen, they 

will know how to respond to that knowledge. 

Morphology in Bahasa Malaysia and English 

Mat Awal et al. (2007) stated that morphology is defined as the structure and forms of 

words. Morphology in Bahasa Malaysia and English consider the usage of the affixes, 

preposition, adverbs and superlatives. Bahasa Malaysia has pre-fixes, suffixes, circumfixes and 
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infixes. On the other hand, English has pre-fixes and suffixes which is more importance (Mat 

Awal, Abu Bakar, Abdul Hamid & Jalauddin, 2007). 

Morphology in Bahasa Malaysia. In Bahasa Malaysia does not has affixes. However, it 

has preposition. The usage of preposition in Bahasa Malaysia may influence by culture (Mat 

Awal, et aI., 2007). For example, preposition in. In Bahasa Malaysia the usage of in are 

equivalent to "dalam" or "di dalam". 

Morphology in English. For English language, affixes produce negative meaning of the 

•I words such as possible to impossible or obedient to disobedient. The affixes uses in the words 

are im- and dis-. Second is usage of preposition such as at, in, of, and on. 

Listening versus Writing 

There are several differences between listening and writing. According to Hasnoor and 

Fatimah (2014), writing activity involves the gathering of information, organizing the thought 

the activity ofediting and inserting of the contents. Meanwhile, listening is more challenging and 

more cognitively demanding because it needs more attention to process the meaning of the 

spoken language or the speech of the speaker (Vandergrift, 2006). Attention is important because 

speech produced by the speaker is not linear and has ungrammatical forms (Hasnoor & Fatimah, 

2014). On the other hand, one of the differences between reading and listening is in vocabulary 

selection especially in the usage of homonyms. 

Homonyms. Homonyms refer to vocabulary words that have the same pronunciation but 

are different in the spelling and it show in how the syllables stress signals distinct in grammatical 

roles (lnvernizzi, Abouzeid & Bloodgood, 2014). 

Homonyms are more readily understood when in printed format but it becomes 

complicated during listening comprehension because the listener may get confuse and 
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misinterpret the actual meaning of the speech. In order to achieve understanding in the listening 

activity, background knowledge is needed while comprehending the meaning of the speech. 

Importance of Listening Comprehension 

Listening comprehension plays an important role in learning. Learning cannot occur 

when students cannot understand what teachers say to them. Selamat and Sidnu (2013) argue that 

learning becomes more difficult when the students listen to the target language because they 

need to comprehend what they was listened so that they can achieve their understanding the 

meaning of instruction given to them. Success in academic performance is influenced by good 

listening comprehension. 

According to Honyon, Liyang and lie (2009), learning cannot occur when the learner 

cannot understand the input provided to them. Input is the message or instruction that they 

received. When they understand the input, they will know how to react to the instruction. Based 

on Honyon et al. (2009), understanding is very important in a listening activity. Phonological, 

lexical, grammatical and ideological complexities are involved in the learning activity (Snow & 

Perkins, 1979). The students should understand first before they gain a new knowledge. Besides 

that, the students with comprehension difficulties also have poor verbal skills that can influence 

their reading development (Nation & Showling, 1998). Vandergrift (2006) mentioned that 

listening and reading shares many important characteristics with each other during the 

comprehension process. One method for predicting the level of reading comprehension is called 

the Simple View ofReading (SVR). 

Simple View of Reading 

Simple View of Reading (SVR) was developed by Gough and Tunmer in 1986 to predict 

the level of reading among the children (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012). It involves two components 
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to predict the level of reading comprehension. These are decoding skills and oral language 

comprehension but Hoover and Gough claimed that both of the components are independent of 

each other when the children are at the early level of learning to read (Bishop, MacDonald, Bird 

& Thomas, 2009). Decoding is the process where the children need to identify the word on the 

text while oral language comprehension is the process of understanding the language being read. 

According to Tunmer and Chapman (2012), reading comprehension cannot occur when 

the children have trouble in decoding or oral language comprehension. According to Tunmer and 

Greaney (2010), if the children low in decoding but high in oral language comprehension, the 

children were a poor reader and same goes to children who have high in decoding but high in 

oral language comprehension. So, Tunmer and Greaney (2010) conclude that children who poor 

in recognizing the word and poor in spoken language will face difficulties in understanding the 

text. 

Decoding Skills in Learning Process 

Decoding is defmed as the "ability to exploit regularities in mapping between words and 

their alphabetic representation" (Shankweiler et aI, 1999, p. 71). According to Shankweiler et al. 

(1999), a good decoder can read new words or pseudo words and also regular spelled words. One 

of advantages ofa good decoder is that he or she can identify printed word easily that are 

necessary for reading. 

In addition, decoding abilities are important for predicting the reading ability of the 

children. However, the role of decoding abilities is still controversial. This is because some 

students can read very well but they cannot comprehend the text that they just read (Tunmer & 

Chapman, 2012). According to Gough and Tunmer (1989), the skilled decoder can read 

unimportant words faster than the unskilled decoder. Besides that, decoding ability usually 
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comes together with the comprehension ability (Gough & Tunmer, 1989). Hence, good decoder 

is a good comprehender of speech or the text given. 

There are three implications of the poor decoder in reading ability. Poor decoder can 

cause the dyslexia, hyperlexia and garden variety of reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1989). Dyslexia 

is due to a person who fails to learn to read while hyperlexia is a person who is poor in 

comprehension. Children who are diagnosed with dyslexia may have a difficulty in recognizing 

the words even though clue or scaffolding is given to them (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012). These 

reading disabilities are cause by the poor decoding skills. Shankweiler et al. (1999) argues that 

the person who has hyperlexia has a difficulty in language comprehension such as decoding and 

listening and reading. 

Dyslexia. Based on Tunmer and Greaney (2010), dyslexia is referring to children that 

have difficulty in literacy learning. There are several difficulties faced by individual with 

dyslexia. The~e include difficulties in word recognition, spelling and phonological reading. 

Children who have dyslexia cannot be identified easily before they are exposed to the reading 

activity (Tunmer & Greaney, 2010). Besides that, they may lose their motivation because of 

several learning failures. 

Oral language comprehension 

Oral language comprehension is defmed as the ability of the children to understand the 

language being read. According to Tunmer and Greaney (2010), oral language comprehension 

was involved all of these verbal ability such as vocabulary, syntax, inferencing and the 

construction of schematic model. Not only that, oral language also involve narrative discourse 

process such as storytelling (Coli, 2005). Oral skills were a key of successful in reading ability 
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where it makes children able to understand the text given to them once of the children mastered 

the decoding skills such as letter (ColI, 2005). 

The factors of children poor in oral language comprehension were due to the process of 

extracting and constructing meaning from text. According to Tunmer and Greaney (2010), there 

are some differences between spoken and written language where spoken language requires the 

full set of linguistic skills because children should know how to determine the intended meaning 

of speaker. 

Vocabulary. Vocabulary involves expressive and receptive vocabulary. Expressive 

vocabulary is how the children able to express the words while receptive vocabulary is how 

children receive the words that have being read to them. Andrew (2003) argues that elementary 

children should able to know 9000 root words in average which mean 2.2 words per day for age 

1 until 8 and 2.4 words per day for age 9 until 12. As a conclusion, children should able to learn 

800 and 900 root words per year in average. 

The children that have limitation on vocabulary knowledge in language will face several 

problems where they cannot understand the text very well if compared to the children have good 

vocabulary knowledge (Lervag & Aukrust, 2010). Besides that, poor vocabulary skills will 

contribute difficulties to children who second language learner (L2) where they need to read a 

same book and text as first language learner (L1) which are very good in vocabulary skills 

(Lervag & Aukrust, 2010). 

Word Recognition and Comprehension 

Word recognition is ability to recognize the words. According to Gough and Tunmer 

(1986), word recognition is important for learning process. However, it is not enough for 
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comprehension process such in reading. This is because comprehension is influence by 

grammatical ability and vocabulary knowledge (Muter, et aI., 2004). 

According to Muter et al. (2004), children are exposed to semantic and syntactic features 

during their elementary school years. During that level, the vocabulary knowledge and 

grammatical abilities are important as a predictor for reading. 

English as a Second Language 

Children who learn English as their second language might face difficulties in learning 

English in school. English language learners need to understand in how the language may 

influence others. According to Ramirez and Shapiro (2007), poor in learning first language can 

cause the children poor in learning second language. Spanish students' population was a biggest 

proportion studying English in United Kingdom (Ramirez & Shapiro, 2007). English was 

became their second language since there are born and lives in that foreign country. 

There are some strategies in order to help children to learn second langu~ge. According 

to Slavin and Cheung (2005), language teacher used language development strategies such as 

physical response like acting and use simple words to explain the new vocabulary to the children. 

Past Studies on Listening Comprehension 

Research by Major, Fitzmanurice, Bunta and Balasubramanian (2002) is similar to the 

present study. The participants ofthis research consist of 4 groups of 100 listeners whose native 

languages were Chinese, Japanese, Spanish and standard American English. The materials used 

in this study were Listening Comprehension trial test. The result shows that 96 native-English

speaking listeners performed better than the 287 non-native English-speaking listeners (Major, 

Fitzmanurice, Bunta, & Balasubramanian, 2002). 
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