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Abstract

Identifying Gender Issues to help students understand Malaysian Fiction — “Mala” by
K. S. Maniam

Sapari Bin Karim

This study aims to find out the extent of how much the identifying gender
issues help students to understand the short story. The sample was students of Form
Four classes of S.M.K Lake, Bau. It is intended to highlight some of the important
aspects that identifying gender issues can contribute to help students in learning of
literature and to find out whether the students can identify the gender issues in the
text. For the purpose of this study, the researcher had selected a text entitled “Mala”
by K. S. Maniam, which is not a prescribed text learnt in Form Four Syllabus. Three
instruments had been designed for data collection which were observation,
comprehension questions and students’ journal. The instruments had been
materialized through lesson plans which administrated in stages within four days. The
analysis is done using the percentage formula and it is written descriptively. From the
analysis of the findings it revealed that the students able to identify the gender issues
in the text used and it proved that identifying gender issues by looking at character
and characterization helps to increase students” understanding towards the literary text
used.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.0  Background of the study

The development of Literature in Malaysian secondary school has changed from a
medium of learning English language, an elective or optional subject in the early period
after Independence, to the process of learning it as an isolated component to a
compulsory component of English in the secondary school curriculum since March 2000.
[ts aim is to enhance students’ proficiency in English language through tﬁe study of

prescribed literary texts.

According to Gurnam (2003), literature in the language classroom was
implemented in all Malaysian secondary schools in 1989 through the introduction of the
Class Reader Programme (CRP) and then “in the year 2000 literature was formally and
officially inducted into the ELT syllabus in Malaysia as a taught and tested component.”

(Ganakumaran, 2003: vi).

The Ministry of education had realised the importance of learning literature in
children’s development especially in the learning process. Therefore they had taken an
effort to apply it in the school. Literature helps to develop one’s characterization through

the appreciation and values that consisted in it and also contributes to one’s knowledge



and understanding of custom and culture. Therefore, it is not surprise to see the same
pattern, learning literature for personal growth and development, occurred in our local
educational institutions whereby it shows the increasing number of students interested in
learning literature in English. For instance, at Universiti Putra Malaysia, “the number of
undergraduate students from the Faculty of Modem Languages and Communication
taking literature was seven. In five years that number has increased to sixty”. (Quayum,
2002). This sudden increase could be attributed to the reintroduction of literature in the
secondary school curriculum. It shows that the government have been aware of the
importance of literature subject to the students in learning the English language as well as

for their personal growth and development.

Therefore in the primary school several extensive reading programmes such as
“The New Zealand Readers Programme”, ¢ The World Bank Reading project”, “The
NILAM Programme” and “Contemporary Literature and Extensive Reading Programmes
for English language in Primary Schools were introduced. The purpose is to provide
learners with a strong foundation in the language (Ganakumaran, 2003). Whereby in the
secondary schools reading programmes like “English Language Reading Programme™
and “Class Reader Programme™ were also condﬁcted with aiming at using literary
materials to increase learner’s exposure to English both inside and outside the language
classroom (ibid). All the programmes were conducted to encourage learner in learning
literature and at the same time in learning the .English language itself. It becomes an

alternative medium for learner to learn literature intensively.

o



Although, in the form four classes, most of the iiterary texts prescribed for study
were written by the foreign writers and only a number of poem were written by the local
writer for them to study. In such a way it is believed that the literary texts will provide the
students with challenging genre to learn that not really based on their own culture and
background but it will also enable them to enhance their understanding and proficiency of

learning the English language.

In order to help students to learning literature as a subject, various methods,
techniques and approaches are needed. Among the techniques used by teachers in
Malaysian secondary schools are the reader response (Shahizah & Nackeeran, 2003),
comprehension, problem-solving (Durant, A., 2003) and re-writing (Rajandaran, P.,
2003). These are some of the documented techniques which were believed will help the
students to study the literary texts prescribed in primary and secondary school. However,
there has been no technique or method that focus much on identifying gender issues in
learning literature and it is hoped that by identifying gender issues in the literary texts,

might also help or provide another interesting technique for student in the process of

learning the literature subject.

Unfortunately, in the form four classes, Malaysian fictions are not being used for
study. In order to attract students to learn literature, the introduction of more Malaysian
short stories provides advantage knowledge to the students and it will gain their interest
in learning literature because it is much more related to their understanding. This will suit

to “the personal growth models. which encourage students to make text their own, and in



the process of making the text mean the model aims for an interaction between the text
and the reader” (Timucin, 2003:175). This helps them to understand and interpret the
texts better by incorporating the techniques mentioned above to appreciate, to educate
and evaluating the values in the literary work and at the same time to improve their

proficiency.

Thus, a technique of identifying gender issue is proposed by the researcher is an
optional technique in helping the students in learning the literature subject. And in the
same time to propose the use of Malaysian fiction in learning short stories so that the
students can learn the text closely and assimilate the technique well in learning the

literary texts and later it could be used in their study for foreign works.

1.2  Statement of the problem

Mitchell (1992) asserts that the reading can influence the attitudes, behaviour and
self-image of students. Therefore in teaching literature lesson, the aspect of students
understanding in interpreting the implicit message of the genre is really important. There
are various methods and approaches used by teachers in teaching the literature. They use
them in teaching the subject for different goals, aims and objectives. They might use
these approaches and methods to teach studenté on how to answer questions in the

examination, experience the texts themselves with the activities done in class. So, it is



hoped that identifying gender issues by examining the character can be seen as a possible

technique to enhance student’s’ understanding of the story, i.e. Mala by K.S. Maniam.

Besides that, in the teaching and learning process of literature, there is no
techniques used by teachers as reported in study conducted by Teh Chee Seng (1999),
that help students to identify gender issues. According to Teh Chee Seng (ibid), “Gender
issues are rarely examined or discussed yet they are communicated implicitly in social
institutions such as the school”. Thus, the researcher wants to introduce identify gender
issues as a poésible technique to learn literature based on the researcher’s reading of
gender study to teach form four students — “Mala by K. S. Maniam. In order to carry out
this study, Malaysian short story which was written by local writer is used, the researcher
believe that if students can identify gender issues in Malaysian short story, they should be
able to understand the text better. It is hoped that, they will be able to use the technique

in learning other short story that are taught in the form four classes.

1.3 Objective of the study

The study aims to help students identify gender issues in Mala by K>S> Maniam
by examining the characters and principal characters. By the end of the lesson, students
should be able to discover and discuss gender issues such as (i) sexuality, (ii) appearance
and personality, (iii ) relationship between gender (male and female relationship) and (iv)

relationship between gender (interaction between men-women) as they examine the



characters. It is hoped that this may help students understand the character and the text

better.

1.4  Research questions

This study attempts to answer the following research questions:

i How does identifying gender issues help students to understand the text?

2 To what extent does this technique help students understanding the text?

3. What are the strengths and weakness of using this technique in teaching
the text?

This is done through the teaching of lesson plans in stages by using three research

instruments such as observation, comprehension questions and students’ journal.

1.5  Significance of the study

The implementation of teaching literature as part of the secondary school English
language syllabus plays an important role in the teaching and learning process of

literature lesson in primary school. So it is hoped that, if the students were able to apply



the technique of identifying gender issues by examining the characters, it would help

them to better understand the short story.

Furthermore, the researcher suggests that, it is as an alternative technique and
strategy in teaching literature whereby it would beneficial the teachers to vary the
technique in teaching the subject effectively. Then it is also a useful technique in
exposing students to gender issues and as an addition to the commonly used techniques
among teachers. Besides that this technique may help students understand the characters
better this in turn helps students to understand the text too. Thus it is a good avenue for
teachers to experiment with a new technique and a different text, i.e. Malaysian Literature
in English. And it is hoped that this research would provide teachers an insight into the
use of identifying gender issues by looking at character and characterization as one of

possible technique in teaching and learning the literature subject.

Lastly the researcher would encourage more research would be done, especially in

identifying and discovering gender issue in other literary genre and other various printed

materials.



1.6  Definition of the key terms

It is essential to define some of the terms used in this study to make them explicit

in meaning and to allow variables to be operationally defined for the purpose of this

study.

1.6.1

1.6.2

Gender

According to Bales (1950), gender is best understood as an individual
attribute, essence, or perhaps “role” (e.g., the “male instrumental role”

versus the “female expressive role”.

Gender issue

According to Goodman (1996), gender issues concerned with the
representation, rights and status of women and men. According to Teh
Chee Seng (1999), gender issue in 1itérature refers to looking at literary
texts and identifying the issues that relates to women and men. It is the

reading of literary texts from a “gendered perspective” (pg. 9)



1.6.3 Comprehension

According to Smith, (1982) comprehension means relating what we don’t
know, or new information, to what we already know, which is not a

random collection of facts but a “theory of the world”.

1.6.4 Malaysian fiction

Malaysian fiction is explained as collection of imaginative writing about
Malaysia and characteristics of Malaysian life. (Barnes, J., 1985). Thus, it
should comprise those writing which by emotion, identification,
description, social context and involvement relate to Malaysia”. (Suyin,

Han, 1966)

1.7 Limitations

The lack of academic research done locally on gender issues in literature affects
the discussion of identifying and discovering gendgr issues in the texts. Therefore it will
only focus on identifying gender issues by examining one literary element that is
character. Besides that the study is conducted in a short period of time — a 4-day lesson so
the result may not be comprehensive enough or in details. The issues might be based on

characters that students can identify with due to social and cultural familiarity but the






