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Abstrak 

Pengaruh Tahap Penguasaan Bahasa, Umur and Jantina Terhadap Pencapaian Akademik 

Yong Siaw Hua

Kajian mi bertujuan untuk menyiasat samada terdapat perhubungan di antara faktor- 
faktor yang dikenal-pasti iaitu antara tahap penguasaan bahasa yang diukur dengan peperiksaan 
Malaysian University English Test (MUET) umur dan jantina dengan pencapaian akademik 
yang diukur dengan Purata Nilai Gred Kumulatif (PNGK). Sejumlah 155 soal selidik telah 
diedarkan kepada pelajar-pelajar program TESL/ESL UNIMAS tahun kemasukan 2001/2002, 
2002/2003 dan 2003/2004. Mereka ini merupakan sample kajian ini. Untuk menyiasat 
perhubungan di antara tahap penguasaan bahasa yang diukur dengan MU ET dengan pencapaian 
akademik, sample telah dibahagikan mengikuti pencapaian MUET mereka dan seterusnya 
perbandingan di antara purata PNGK dan `standard deviation' mereka telah dibuat. Untuk 
menyiasat perhubungan di antara umur dengan pencapaian akademik, data yang diperolehi telah 
dianalisis dengan mengunakan `Pearson's correlation'. Untuk menyisat perhubungan di antara 
jantina dengan pencapaian akademik, sample telah dibahagikan mengikut jantina dan seterusnya 
perbandingan telah dibuat di antara purata PNGK dan `standard deviation' mereka. 

Hasil kajian menunjukan bahahwa terdapat perhubungan yang positif di antara tahap 
penguasaan bahasa dengan pencapaian akademik iaitu secara umumnya semakin tinggi tahap 
penguasaan bahasa maka semakin tinggilah purata PNGK yang diperolehi. Namun demikian, 
kajian ini tidak menunjukkan perhubungan yang signifikan di antara umuer serta jantina dengan 

pencapaian akademik.
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Abstract 

The Influence of Language Proficiency, Age and Gender on Academic Performance 

Yong Siaw Hua

This study investigates whether there is a correlational relationship between the 
identified factors namely between language proficiency as measured by the Malaysian 
University English Test (MUET), age and gender with academic performance as measured by 
the Cumulative Grades Percentage Average. A total of 155 questionnaires were distributed to 
students of the UNIMAS TESL/ESL programme of the intake batch of 2001/2002, 2002/2003 
and 2003/2004 which made up the sample of this study. To investigate the relationship between 
language proficiency as measured by the MUET bands and academic performance as measured 
by the CGPA, the sample were sorted according to their MUET band attainment and then 
comparisons between the corresponding CGPA average as well as standard deviation were 
made. To investigate the relationship between age and academic performance, the data obtained 
was analyzed using Pearson's correlation. To investigate the relationship between gender and 
academic performance, the sample was sorted according to their gender and comparisons 
between their CGPA average and standard deviation was made. 

The results of this study indicate that there is a positive relationship between language 
proficiency and academic performance i. e. generally the higher the MUET band attained, 
likewise the higher the corresponding CGPA average. However, the study found that there were 
no significant relationship between age and gender with academic performance.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces the study that will be carried out. It elaborates on the background of 

the study. Then, this is followed by the scope of research and the research objectives that will 

form the framework of this study. The significance of the study is then pointed out as well as the 

limitations of the study. Finally, a list of terms with the operational definitions is included.

Context of the research problem

Variations in the academic performance of students have been a focal point of educational 

research. These researches seek to answer the basic questions like `Why student A's academic 

performance is different from student B? ' and `What are the factors that set student A and B 

apart? ' In other words, these researches seeks to uncover the factors that cause this observed 

variations in the academic performance among students thus these researches tend to be causal- 

comparative because they focus on the attributes that the students already possess prior to the 

study being conducted.

Firstly, one of the attributes that have been frequently associated with causal-comparative 

research is language proficiency as measured by standardized tests. According to Hughes, 

proficiency refers to having sufficient command of a language for a particular purpose whereas 

proficiency tests attempt to measure "whether this language ability corresponds to specific 

language requirements" (cited in Valette, 1977, p. 6). Dooey (1999) carried out a small-scale 

investigation on the predictive validity of the International English Language Testing System
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(IELTS) found no significant correlation between language proficiency and academic 

performance. However, the research carried out by Clapham (1996) and Bosher and Rowekamp 

(n. d. ) provides evidence that language proficiency has a correlation with academic performance. 

The literature about the relationship between language proficiency and academic performance 

although inconsistent suggests that there exists a relationship between the two.

Secondly, gender differences in academic performance have been well established which 

generally indicate that girls and boys are orientated towards particular academic subjects. Young 

and Fisler (2000) in a study to investigate gender differences on the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT) found a significant correlation between gender and academic performance. Other studies 

carried out by Davies and Brember (1999) and Borg, Falzon and Sammut (1995) indicated 

similar findings.

Thirdly, in terms of age differences in academic performance, there has been a substantial 

literature, namely, empirical studies that suggest that there exists an age difference in academic 

performance between young and adult learners. Thorndike (1928) compared adult with youthful 

learning found that "adult learning ability decreased slower after the age of 25 at the rate of one 

percent a year" (cited in Jarvis, 2001, p. 86). Other findings in the area of intelligence, speed, 

problem solving, learning ability and memory could reasonably suggest the existence of such a 

relationship.

This study aims to investigate to determine whether there exist such a relationship between 

the aforementioned factors that influence academic performance, that is, language proficiency as 

measured by standardized language proficiency tests and demographic data, that is, age and 

gender in the context of the UNIMAS TESL/ESL programme.

2
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Statement of Problem

The purpose of this study is to find out whether there exists relationships between the 

identified factors, namely, language proficiency as measured by Malaysian University English 

Test (MUET), age and gender with the academic performance as measured by the first year's 

Cumulative Grades Percentage Average (CGPA) of UNIMAS TESL/ESL programme students.

Research Objectives 

The research objectives of this study are to find out: 

(i) The relationship between language proficiency as measured by MUET hands and 

academic performance as measured by the CGPA.

(ii) The relationship between age and academic performance as measured by the CGPA.

(iii) The relationship between gender and academic performance as measured by the

CGPA.

Scope of Research

The design for this study is causal-comparative, that is, investigating relationships between 

the academic performance with language proficiency, age and gender. Thus, the main interest of 

this research will only be investigating relationships that might exist between the identified 

variables and not be investigating for example which aspect of language proficiency that

3
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contributes to the variation. However, the possible explanations for the observed phenomenon(s) 

that will be explored and elaborated in the literature review section as well as the discussion 

section.

1.5 Significance of the study

The results obtained from this research will provide findings on the relationship between the 

English language proficiency as measured by MUET, age, gender of Universiti Malaysia 

Sarawak (UNIMAS) TESL/ESL students thus extending the available literature on the factors 

that affect academic performance, that is, language proficiency, age and gender in the context of 

Malaysian university language programme. The results from this study can be useful for 

UNIMAS and other universities to take into consideration especially if the study finds that there 

is a positive relationship between language proficiency and academic performance it would be 

both beneficial for the universities as well as the students to be informed of the language 

proficiency requirements within the context of tertiary education especially in the TESL/ESL 

programme.

Limitation of the study

The major limitation of the study is that it will only focus on investigating any relationships 

that might exist between language proficiency as measured by MUET bands, age and gender 

with academic performance as measured by the Cumulative Grades Percentage Average (CGPA) 

of the first year CGPA of the intake batch of 2001/2002, 2002/2003 and 2003/2004 UNIMAS 

TESL/ESL programme students. This is motivated by the fact the researcher selected the 

Malaysian University English Language Test (MUET) as the primary criteria for determining
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the sample of the study motivated in the belief that MUET provides for a more complete 

description of the language proficiency of students as compared to the SPM 1119 English paper. 

Hence, as a result of this criterion, the sample of this study will only comprised of students 

under the UNIMAS TESL/ESL programme with MUET results. A direct implication of this is 

that the findings that will be generated from the study lacks credibility as it only samples a small 

portion of the total data available.

Definition of terms

Malaysian University English Test (MUET)

MUET is an acronym for Malaysian University English Test first introduced in the 

Malaysian education in 1999. MUET is a proficiency test design to discriminate students into six 

bands with each band corresponding to the overall English language proficiency in the four 

language skills namely listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Thus, a student's English 

language proficiency is indicated from his/her band attainment, that is, the higher the hand 

attained, likewise the higher his/her English language proficiency. With each band there is a 

corresponding description of the general language ability of the student. Table I shows the 

relative distribution of scores for the four language skill tested in MUET and the maximum 

score of each skill. Table 2 shows the band distribution in MUET and the relative scores for 

each band.
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Table 1 Distribution of MUET Scores Corresponding to Each Language Skill

Test Component Maximum Score 
Listening 45 
Speaking 45 
Reading 135 
Writing 75 
Aggregate Score 300

Table 2 Description of MUET Bands and Corresponding Scores

Aggregated Band User Communicative Understanding Task 
score Ability Performance 

260-300 6 Very good Very fluent, High level of Functions extremely 
User accurate Understanding of well in the language 

and appropriate; the language 
hardly any 
inaccuracies 

220-259 5 Good user Fluent, Good level of Functions well in 

appropriate understanding of the language 
but with minor the language 
inaccuracies 

180-219 4 Competent Generally fluent, Satisfactory level Functions 

User usually of understanding reasonable well in 
appropriate of the language the language 
but with 
noticeable 
inaccuracies 

140-179 3 Modest Fairly fluent, Able to Able to function 
User usually understand but with some effort 

appropriate with some 
but with misinterpretation 
noticeable 
inaccuracies 

100-139 2 Limited Lacks fluency Limited Limited ability to 
User and appropriacy; understanding of function in the 

inaccurate use of the language language 
language 

resulting in 
frequent 
breakdowns in 
communication 

0-99 1 Extremely Inappropriate and Poor Hardly able to 
limited inaccurate use of understanding of function in the 
user the language the language language 

resulting in very 
frequent 
breakdowns in 
communications
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CGPA

CGPA stands for Cumulative Grades Percentage Average. The CGPA is calculated by adding 

the GPA for each semester then divided by the number of semester. GPA is obtained by adding 

the relevant grade points for all the courses registered for that semester. The grade value 

classification is as follows:

Grade Value Classification

A (4.00) 
A- (3.67) 
B+ (3.33) 
B (3.00) 
B- (2.67) 
C+ (2.33) 
C (2.00) 
C- (1.50) 
D (1.00) 
F (0.00)

This is then multiplied with the total credit hours and finally divided by the total credit hours in

that semester. A student's academic performance is indicated by the CGPA attained.

Language proficiency test

According to Hughes (1989), proficiency tests are tests "to measure people's ability in a 

language regardless of any training they may have had in the language... based on a specification 

in a language in order to be proficient. " (p. 9-10). In the context of this study, language 

proficiency test are measurement of the language ability in the context of tertiary education as 

measured by the Malaysian University English Test (MUET).

7
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter reviews literature on the correlation between academic performance with 

language proficiency, age and gender. It begins with a review on language proficiency and 

academic performance. Then, it is followed by a review on age and academic performance. 

Finally, it reviews the literature on gender and academic performance.

2.1 Proficiency Tests and Academic Performance

The common belief about the relationship between language proficiency and academic 

performance is that language proficiency is considered as one of the determiners of academic 

performance. According to this belief, standardized language proficiency tests that measure 

language proficiency are widely used by institutions to select or make comparisons of candidates 

that they wish to take in. For example, the Curtin University of Technology, Western Australia 

(1999) imposes an overall Band score of 6.0 on the International English Language Testing 

System (IELTS) as an entry requirement for those that wish to enroll in the institution.

The reason for this is the belief that students that meet certain language proficiency levels are 

more able to meet the various academic demands. In other words, it is "to augment these 

students' chances of academic success" (Dooey, 1999, p. 2). This emphasis on language 

proficiency is not without grounds. The fact that academic performance is generally elicited by 

testing, that is, evidence for learning is in the form written or spoken representation of content it 

would be plausible to assume that learners that possess the imposed levels of language
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proficiency would therefore be in a better position in terms of academic performance as they are 

in this sense better equipped to communicate the content. Following this belief, studies have 

been carried out to investigate the use of standardized language proficiency tests as a predictor 

of academic performance. For example, the study conducted by Dooey (1999) on the 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) as a predictor of academic performance 

and the study of Bosher and Rowekamp (n. d. ) on the relationship between language proficiency 

and academic performance of refugee/immigrants in higher education.

Firstly, Dooey (1999) conducted a study that involved 89 students who entered first year of 

an undergraduate course in the first semester of 1997. The subjects consisted of various 

nationalities as well as native speakers of English. The study aims to answer two questions: (i) Is 

IELTS an accurate predictor of performance and success in Business, Science, and Engineering'? 

(ii) Is the current minimum of Band 6.0 overall on the IELTS test sufficient, to ensure success in 

these schools? The methodology used was obtaining the students' semester-weighted averages 

(SWAB) from the university's statistics office plus further information obtained from the IELTS 

database. Then, the IELTS scores were recorded for the entire group first then, with the native 

speakers excluded. The details of the IELTS scores of the native speakers and academic results 

were recorded on a separate table. A further table was generated to show the academic results 

and IELTS scores of those that did not reach Curtin's English proficiency cut-off points. All 

correlations were calculated using the data from non-native English speaking students only. The 

findings did not offer conclusive evidence about the validity of the IELTS as a predictor of 

academic performance. Interestingly, Dooey found that students that were considered at risk 

because they did not fully meet admission criteria in terms of their language generally succeeded.
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Secondly, Bosher and Rowekamp (n. d. ) conducted an investigation on the relationship 

between the Minnesota Battery test scores, education background in Ll and L2, length of 

residency in the U. S., and CPA of refugee/immigrant population at the General College, 

University of Minnesota. Their study aims to answer the questions: (i) what educational factors 

contribute to the refugee/immigrants students' success or failure in higher education? (ii) How 

(local) students different from international students concerning educational background? (iii) 

What educational background variables correlate with, and predict academic success or failure? 

The study involved 52 students enrolled in an academic bridge program for refugee/immigrants 

students at General College during the academic year of 1989-1990. The methodology used was 

obtaining the scores for the Minnesota Battery test with international students' data obtained 

from the Michigan Test Manual. Then this was matched against the second year GPA to 

measure academic success. The correlations were calculated with the dependent variables (i. e. 

sex, years of schooling in the native country, year of schooling in the U. S., grades in ESL in U. S. 

and length of residency in the U. S. that were obtained from the student's profile) with the 

second year GPA, and test scores. Apart from other findings, they found a strong correlation 

between the test scores measuring language proficiency with the students' academic success.

From the aforementioned studies of Dooey (1999) and Bosher and Rowekamp (n. d. ), it 

would seem that the validity of language proficiency tests as predictors of academic 

performance is questionable evident in the inconsistency of the findings from between the two 

studies. Support for this conclusion can be drawn from the comment made by Dooey (1999). 

Dooey (1999):

Several predictive validity studies have been carried out in relation to IELTS, and 
while some indicated that there was some correlation in the case of individual 
modules, most did not find a strong overall positive correlation between IELTS 
scores and the subsequent academic performance. " (p. 3).
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On this subject, an explanation for this inconsistency in results of the validity of language 

results and academic performance can be drawn from the work of Douglas (2000). In the context 

of Douglas's paper, language proficiency is termed as communicative language ability. Douglas 

(2000) posits that communicative language ability consists of language knowledge and strategic 

competence. Language knowledge consists of grammatical knowledge (knowledge of 

vocabulary, morphology, syntax, and phonology), textual knowledge (knowledge of how to 

structure and organize language into larger units: rhetorical organization; and how to mark such 

organization: cohesion), functional knowledge (knowledge of the ideational, manipulative, 

heuristic, and imaginative functions of language). Douglas (2000) maintains:

In tests, we observe performances which we elicit under controlled conditions and make 
inferences about the abilities that produced the performances... failure to succeed in a 
task does not automatically indicate a lack of communicative competence; it may 
indicate an impossible situation set up by the test developer. By the same token, it may 

also be true that success in accomplishing a test task does not automatically guarantee 
that the test taker possesses communicative competence, since it is possible to 

accomplish certain tasks by bringing other types of knowledge such as background 
knowledge, to bear to the problem. The key point to remember is the importance of 
distinguishing performance on tasks from the abilities that make the performance 
possible. (p. 27-28)

In an attempt to consolidate his claim, Douglas (2000) cited the works of Clapham (1996) 

that conducted a comprehensive study on the IELTS reading module particularly investigating 

the interaction between language proficiency and background knowledge. The study conducted 

by Clapham (1996) reveals that background knowledge also play an important role on the 

performance of test takers. She found that when test takers that scored less than 60% on a 

grammar sub-test did not appear to profit from their background knowledge but when reading 

texts became more specific, the variance caused by language proficiency only accounted for 

26% while the variance caused by background knowledge was at 38% and when she analyzed 

the performance of test takers that scored more than 80% on the grammar sub-test, she found
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that they were less affected by subject area knowledge as they were apparently able to 

compensate their lack of background knowledge by making fuller use of their language 

resources. The results from Clapham's study are as follows:

Table 3 Variable effects of background knowledge on reading test performance

Low language 
competence 

Intermediate 
language competence 

High language 
competence 

Little effect of Strong effect of Little effect of 
background background on background 
knowledge on performance knowledge on 
performance performance

Thus if we relate the arguments of Douglas (2000) to the initial there would be two possible 

explanations accounting for the observed inconsistency of language proficiency as predictors of 

academic performance Firstly, that language proficiency tests such as IELTS does not accurately 

represent the language proficiency of the test takers and secondly, the test takers could have used 

background knowledge to compensate for their lack of language proficiency which could 

explain why the candidates that were considered at risk could still succeed academically.

In conclusion, the relationship between language proficiency and academic performance is 

not as straightforward as commonly believed, that is, individuals that possess certain levels of 

language proficiency are more able to meet academic demands. As pointed out by Douglas 

(2000), apart from language proficiency, background knowledge also had an effect on academic 

performance especially in the case of those that possess intermediate language proficiency. 

However, the belief has some truth in it as findings of Clapham (1996) demonstrated that those 

that possess high language proficiency were shown to have compensated their lack of
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background knowledge but fully utilizing their language resources or in other words, they are

more likely to succeed academically.

2.2 Age and Academic Performance

The relationship between age and academic performance can be understood in terms of the 

effects of ageing on learning. Research into this area has revealed several implications of ageing 

on learning which include learning ability of adults, intellectual change, reduction in speed of 

task completion, and less efficiency in problem solving.

Firstly, research carried out by Thorndike (1928) cited in Jarvis (2001) indicates that learning 

ability of adults is affected by ageing. Thorndike (1928) compared the learning ability of youths 

and adults and found that adult learning ability decreases slowly after the age of 25 at the rate of 

about one percent annually. Thorndike's other findings include:

I. that almost anything is learnable at any time up to age fifty; 
2. that the experience of these individuals leads them to expect more difficulty in 

learning from forty on than thirty to thirty nine, except with making and breaking 
food habits; 

3. that the difficulty expected from thirty up to forty is no greater than for childhood or 
adolescent years in the case of intellectual acquisition pure and simple, and; 

4. that in general, age seems to them to influence the power of intellectual acquisition 
very much less than it influences motor skills.

There is evidence also that:

5. the difficulty expected in learning at late age is partly due to a sensitiveness to 

ridicule, adverse comment, and undesirable attention, so that if it were customary for 

mature and old people to learn to swim and ride bicycles and speak German, the 
difficulty might diminish. (cited in Jarvis, 2001, p. 87)

Secondly, research also shows that the progression of age results in intellectual change.

Schaie (1980; 1983; 1990) conducted a major cross sequential study which began in 1956 and
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has tracked large numbers of people over the age of 25 to 81 years in seven-year age groups over 

seven-year intervals. The subjects of his study were assessed on five measures of intellectual 

competence which include (i) verbal meaning - the ability to understand words, (ii) spatial 

orientation - the ability to mentally rotate objects in two-dimensional space, (iii) inductive 

reasoning - the ability to infer rules from examples that contain regular progressions of 

information, (iv) number - the ability to manipulate number concepts and (v) word fluency - the 

ability to recall words according to a lexical rule. The findings of his study are as follows:

on average there is a gain in intellectual performance in early adult life. It peaks when 
people are in their late thirties or early forties. Stability in intellectual performance 
characterizes middle age until the mid-50s and early 60s are reached. The average 
decrements observed between the ages of 53 to 60 years only reach statistical 
significance throughout thereby indicating that while some people in their mid-50s show 
a small decline in intellectual competence it is not until people approach their 70s that 
deterioration becomes prominent. (cited in Stokes, 1992, p. 47)

However, in the light of this, Schaie (1990) also noted that "a general decline in intellectual 

functioning is not a feature of the life course from early adulthood into old age. Any diminution 

in intellectual competence which may occur is not global in nature, but a highly specific event" 

(cited in Stokes, 1992, p. 45).

Overall, the findings of Schaie (1990) taking into account that individual differences may 

persist, suggest that on average a person's intellectual capability undergoes certain phases during 

his/her life course, that is, it peaks around the age of late thirties or early forties and is stable 

until they reach their seventies and then declines afterwards .

Thirdly, speed in task completion is affected by aging. Stokes (1992) maintains that there are 

consistent reports from various studies show that speed of response to task is negatively affected 

by aging. Stokes (1992) maintains:
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