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This study was conducted to identify the challenges faced by tertiary students 

to converse and communicate using the Malay language in their tertiary 

learning. Data obtained were based on a few observations conducted on 100 

students who took the Malay Language Communication course. Students were 

asked to video-record their daily communication with local students using 

Malay language. Then, the data obtained from the observations would be 

presented via presentation in class. Based on the feedback received, there are 

three major challenges faced by these international students that include; 

mother tongue destruction, student attitude, and environmental issues. Few 

recommendations are presented based on the research findings.  
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Introduction 

Malay is the official language and communication medium used among the communities in 

Malaysia. The language also serves as a medium for knowledge transfer as gazetted in the 

Education Act 1961. However, at the start of 1996, following the rise in the number of 

international students enrolling in higher education institutions in Malaysia, the Ministry of 

Education Malaysia amended the act to the Education Act 1996 and the Private Higher 

Education Act 1996 (Isahak, 1999). The aim was to not only elevate the Malay language, but 
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also to strengthen the Malay language education system especially at higher education 

institutions in Malaysia. 

 

As the Malay language subject has been introduced to international students who are enrolled 

in higher education institutions in Malaysia, they are required to take up the course during their 

study period, and they must pass the course as a pre-requisite to their education (Awang 

Sariyan, 2006). The course is dubbed Bahasa Melayu Komunikasi. The course structure 

emphasises on communication using simple language orally or in written form. Teaching and 

learning will be implemented in the form of lectures, tutorials, assignments and experiential 

learning in and out of the classroom. The aim of the course is to empower international students 

to master the foundation of utilising the Malay language, so as to allow them to interact with 

Malaysian citizens, especially the Malays. The Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA) has 

outlined the learning outcomes to be achieved in the Bahasa Melayu Komunikasi course. 

 

The course has clearly displayed a broad range of learning outcomes to enable international 

students to understand and master the fundamentals of the Malay language well. It is important 

to note that the learning of the Malay language is not to develop fluency among the international 

students similar to the native speakers, but emphasises on the capability to understand the 

language to enable the students to listen and understand speech as well as the written form, in 

addition to communicating simple messages. At the same time, it is hoped that the students 

will be able to speak well in a simple manner to interact with the Malaysian community. 

However, there exist a few issues commonly mentioned and do arise when the issue of Malay 

language learning is discussed among international students. As communicative skills are vital, 

this research is carried out to identify the challenges in speaking in Malay faced by international 

students enrolled in the MPU3143 course. 

 

Problem Statement 

This research is carried out by fully focusing on general communication as the course structure 

of Bahasa Melayu Komunikasi emphasises this skill. The reason for this is that speaking skill 

is fundamental and important in language teaching and learning process (Siti Saniah, 2013). 

Fa’izah, Zamri and Mohamed Amin (2009) observed international students of Universiti 

Kebangsaan Malaysia and found that students who are learning Malay were unable to grasp 

speaking skills well. The research conducted by Ab. Razak and Muhammad Saiful Haq (2011) 

on the mastery of foreign languages among students generally shows students do not obtain or 

barely grasp fundamentals of the targeted language within a given period. This scenario must 

be resolved immediately as many international students are inbound for study in Malaysia. 

Statistics by the Ministry of Higher Education shows that on January 2017, Malaysia recorded 

and influx of 157,000 international students, but the number increased towards the end of 

December 2017 which recorded 177,000 students (Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia 

Statistics, 2017). 

 

A research conducted by Bailey (2015) found that students learning a language felt the 

speaking component of the target language presents much of a challenge as compared to other 

skills in the target language. This is a fact as when one speaks, one is unable to edit or retract 

what has been said as speaking happens in real time (Zawawi, Ab Halim, Nik Mohd Rahimi & 

Mohd Ala-uddin, 2011). Brown (2001) argued that the success in mastering any language is 

viewed on how the language is spoken. Thus, the issue faced by international students focusing 

on their speaking capabilities must be observed and understood so the ability to speak, which 

is the main skill in human interaction can be resolved quickly (Siti Saniah, 2013). 

 



 

 
International Journal of Humanities, Philosophy and Language (IJHPL) 

Volume 3 Issue 9 (March 2020) PP. 01-07 
  DOI 10.35631/IJHPL.39001 

Copyright © GLOBAL ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE (M) SDN BHD - All rights reserved 

3 

 

 

Research Question 

What are the difficulties faced and shortcomings possessed by international students in 

obtaining speaking mastery in the Malay language? 

 

Objective of Study 

To identify the difficulties faced and shortcomings possessed by international students in 

obtaining speaking mastery in the Malay language. 

 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to observe the challenges faced by international students to speak 

the Malay language well with emphasis on the issues as well as shortcomings faced in 

mastering speaking mastery in the Malay language. Once the issues and shortcomings are 

identified, the researcher intends to provide suitable recommendations to improve the speaking 

mastery in line with the data acquired. 

 

Methodology 

The methodology applied is a qualitative study. This qualitative approach is a research 

procedure generating descriptive data such as written or spoken comments based on the 

informant observed. This approach is a research approach that obtains understanding based on 

an occurring phenomenon (Afriani, 2009). Azizah (2010) argued that the qualitative 

methodology outlines non-numerical findings and observation even though there are findings 

expressed in statistics. Majority of the study outlines findings, interpretations or meaning in 

the communication process. A qualitative researcher is the instrument of study. 

 

In this study, the researcher utilises documental research analysis procedure. According to 

Jasmi (2012), the documental research analysis method will outline information that is relevant 

to the question and issue studied. In addition, documents are an easily accessible resource to 

the research as the information is on-hand and cannot be falsified. To obtain data required, 100 

student assignments were selected from various fields of study programmes. The students were 

assigned to record an everyday conversation with other local students. The topic is not 

specified, and the length of the video must not exceed 3 minutes. The recorded conversation 

will then be uploaded onto their individual Blackboard Accounts and will be presented in class 

to be analysed. This is in line with Siti Saniah (2013) who argued that the learning process of 

the Malay language must be conducted outside of the classroom to allow students to speak in 

an actual speaking environment. In addition, the use of the language during the students’ 

conversation with their course mates, lecturers and during the presentation in the class will also 

be analysed. The students come from various countries which includes Fiji, China, Bangladesh, 

Egypt, Korea and Oman. 

 

Research Finding 

Analysis conducted on 100 respondents show various issues that hinder their capability to 

speak in Malay. The research results outline three main factors which are categorised as mother 

tongue interference, student attitude and environmental factors. 

 

The mother tongue interference factor is the main constraint faced. The challenge observed is 

issues with pronunciation. As an example, a Chinese nationality student will take time to 

pronounce each syllable in a word such as ‘be_re_nang’. The student also finds it difficult to 

pronounce words with the letters /b/ and /p/ as well as /d/ and /t/ (Awang Sariyan, 2011). An 

example would be the greeting ‘Selamat pagi’ which will be pronounced as ‘Selamad bagi’ 
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due to the negligible difference between the /b/ and /p/ sounds in their own native language. 

The issue arises as the students are influenced by the own national language, which is 

Mandarin, which has differences in a number of aspects if compared to the Malay language. 

Awang Sariyan’s (2011) argument states that the Chinese students face a major difficulty in 

pronouncing the vibrating /r/ as the sound is very minimal in their mother tongue while it is 

vibrating sound feature in Malay. The research also supports the study conducted by Abdull 

Sukor, Nuraini, Mohd Izam and Mohd Hasani (2011) on the Orang Asli students in Malay 

language literacy. The research shows that Orang Asli students constantly encounter mother 

tongue interference in speech. Due to this reason, teaching of speaking skills become difficult 

as it is challenging to understand the pronunciation of words and their own fear of making 

mistakes. 

 

The next constraint identified is the student’s attitude. The student’s preference to be within a 

group of similar native speakers results in the opinion that they do not need to communicate in 

Malay. In-class observation highlights that their association being slightly limited. The students 

prefer to mingle in their own community. Students from Middle Eastern countries will 

associate only with those from similar nations. They will not co-mingle with students from the 

Malay Archipelago such as Brunei, Singapore or Indonesia who clearly have better 

understanding and speaking capabilities in the Malay language. They will always be selective 

of group members who are from their own country. This situation further complicates their 

ability to learn and speak using the Malay language. According to Siti Saniah (2013), the 

association with native speakers is crucial to allow any individual to become competent 

speakers of the language. Association between international students with more experienced 

speakers of the Malay language is beneficial to the international students themselves. This 

association is suggested to bring about a positive outcome as stated by Holmes (2003) in his 

research on cooperative learning in university. His research identified that cooperative learning 

among students who are experienced with those of less experience will bring about a positive 

impact in learning. In context of this study, interaction between experienced Malay speakers 

and inexperienced international students will be beneficial to the latter. 

 

The final factor identified which causes hindrance to international students to speak using the 

Malay language is their own environment. An environment which does not favour the Malay 

language hinders the students learning process to speak in Malay. This situation arises where 

the immediate community uses English to communicate and application of social dialects 

which are difficult to be understood by the students such as mixed language, slangs, colloquial 

languages and others. Analysis of the presentation videos shows that the locals (e.g a night 

market situation) refuse to speak in Malay with the students even though effort was given by 

them to speak in Malay. This particular environment extremely hinders their speech in Malay. 

The study also supports the argument by Siti Saniah (2012) who states that an unsupportive 

learning environment hinders mastery of the national language of Malaysia which is Malay 

among the international students. This phenomenon further amplifies the reason for comfort 

among international students to use English in lieu of Malay when communicating with 

Malaysians. Thus, the Malay language could not be used practically in an actual environment. 

 

Discussion 

Based on the factors identified, how would international students taking up the Malay language 

subject be assisted to enhance the learning of the language to allow them to obtain mastery in 

the Malay language? The researcher is of the opinion that a more practical approach to learning 

must be introduced to assist these students to learn the language is faster, simpler and effective 
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method. This is a crucial though as the failure among international students in the Malay 

language course will affect their education pathway and academic achievements as a whole. 

 

A method that can be utilised is a learning approach using planned and student-cantered 

language learning strategies (LLS) which is necessary to be practised as an alternative to assist 

in resolving the issue entirely and improves the learning process entirely. A number of LLS 

studies have succeeded in proving that LLS is a critical element in understanding the process 

and method of how second/foreign language is acquired (Ellis, 1994). LLS is divided into three 

main constructs which are in-class LLS, outside-classroom LLS and examination LLS (Noor 

Zuhidayah Muhd Zulkifli, Siti Saniah, 2016). In-class LLS according to Mohamed Amin Embi 

(2000) is a strategy used by students in the class which includes language use in class, social 

education in class in handling new words and physical structures in each class (Kamarul Shukri 

Mat The & Mohamed Amin Embi, 2010). LLS outside of the classroom refers to strategies 

utilised by students to acquire the Malay language outside of a classroom environment which 

includes focused learning, use of media, social education outside of class and pre-classroom 

preparation (Kamarul Shukri Mat Teh & Mohamed Amin Embi, 2010). Examination LLS is 

the preparation undertaken by students to sit for their examination. Analysis shows a positive 

effect of LLS on the achievement, learning and acquisition of the language by the students. A 

number of LLS identified that high-achieving students of the language are more skilled and 

utilises LLS to a larger extent in learning the language compared to students who are weaker 

in the language (Bruen, 2001). 

 

In addition, the researcher is of the opinion that the short teaching and learning duration has 

become one of the factors that hinder students to speak in Malay. Majority of Malay language 

courses for international students are conducted for only 2 hours a week. The duration is too 

short as it involves only lectures and no tutorial sessions with the teacher (Awang Sariyan, 

2011). Thus, it is has become a challenge for teachers to deliver the education of a foreign 

language in a classroom disconnected from the native environment of the language itself. 

According to Asmah (2003), teachers must create an artificial environment for the language to 

be utilised. In this situation, university programmes must be organised to allow more time for 

the teaching and learning of the Malay language, conduct homestay activities, foster family 

visits and others to encourage and train the students to speak in Malay. In addition, interesting 

and fun activities such as singing competitions, poetry recitals and movie show in Malay should 

be increased. 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, Malay language learning is not difficult if the students receive support and 

encouragement from their friends, lecturers as well as their immediate community. In time, the 

speaking capabilities of these students can be improved by reading books or materials in Malay, 

listening and watching Malay programmes, as well as being actively involved in learning 

activities in or out of the classroom which involves the local community. Currently, more 

international students are opting for Malaysia to further their studies in either the government 

or private education institutions. We should embrace this opportunity to market the Malay 

language to the international student community studying in this country. An organised and 

effective teaching and learning plan must be carried out as it does not only uplift the Malay 

language, but to also introduce our national language to the world. 
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