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Minority Language Education in Malaysia:
Four Ethnic Communities’ Experiences

Karla J. Smith
Institut Linguistik SIL, Sabah, Malaysia

Malaysia is a multilingual, multicultural society. The National Language Policy that
established Bahasa Malaysia as the official national language includes a provision for
the use of the nation’s numerous other languages, including those of the indigenous
minorities, provided that the parents request it and that there are at least fifteen
students to make up a mother-tongue class. For many years, Tamil and Mandarin were
the only language communities acting on that provision. However, in more recent
years, several indigenous people groups, concerned about what they perceive as a
decline in the use of their ethnic language among the younger generation, have begun
language development and/or mother tongue education programmes. In this paper the
author looks at four language minority groups – the Kadazandusun and the Iranun in
Sabah, the Iban in Sarawak, and the Semai in peninsular Malaysia – and what they are
doing to provide beginning education programmes for their children that use the chil-
dren’s own languages. Three of these mother-tongue programmes are presently in the
formal education system. These educational trends aim not only at developing the
students cognitively in their mother tongue and Malay thus achieving better results in
school, but also at maintaining their unique cultural and linguistic heritage.

Background
Malaysia is a multilingual, multicultural society, located on the mainland of

Southeast Asia with two states on the island of Borneo. On Peninsula Malaysia
there are a number of language communities, each one speaking its own
language(s). The Malays are in the majority with over 50% of the total popula-
tion, then the Chinese with approximately 32% and the Indians 8%. According to
the 1995 Statistics of JHEOA,1 the department in charge of aboriginal affairs
under the Ministry of National Unity and Social Development, there are also 18
aboriginal language groups in Peninsula Malaysia. Each aboriginal language
group, also called orang asli meaning original people, speaks its own language.
Together the aboriginal group members total 92,523.The languages of Sabah and
Sarawak, states on the island of Borneo, are more numerous. In an early 1980s’
language survey, 54 indigenous languages (including dialects) have been identi-
fied in Sabah (Grimes, 2002). In Sarawak, the exact language situation is not
known but it is estimated to be as linguistically diverse as Sabah.

The Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics (Asher, 1994: 2352) states that the
indigenous languages in Malaysia are from two different stocks. Malay along
with the languages in Sabah and Sarawak are from the Austronesian stock,
whereas Semai and the other aboriginal languages found in Peninsula Malaysia
are from the Austroasiatic stock.2

The bumiputera or ‘sons of the soil’ are the indigenous peoples of Sabah,
Sarawak, the aborigine of Peninsula Malaysia (orang asli)3 and the Malays. In
Malaysia, the Semai mentioned in this paper are always referred to as orang asli,
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whereas that name is never used for groups such as the Iban, Kadazan Dusun
and Iranun.

In speaking of the languages of Sabah and Sarawak, Asher (1994: 2352) states,
‘none has a writing system of its own’. However, this is not correct. Not only does
each language mentioned in this paper have a writing system, but a number of
languages such as the Timugon Murut, Kimaragan, Tombonuwo, Ida’an and
others in Sabah all have books that have been published by the Sabah State
Museum, some from as early as 1979. According to the Bibliography of SIL Inter-
national,4 a language development NGO, its Malaysian Branch has 59 items
published by the Museum in the period 1978–2000. These have included trilin-
gual phrase books, picture dictionaries and traditional stories. Many of these
have been edited, co-authored or compiled by members of SIL. To date, SIL
Malaysia has produced more than 200 titles, many in the categories of language
surveys, descriptive grammars, linguistics and anthropology. These are listed in
the above-mentioned Bibliography that is available on the worldwide web.5 Of
the four language communities presented in this paper, SIL has only had signifi-
cant, ongoing involvement with the Kadazandusun and Iranun. The Semai
language project, which is a recent government initiative, has had very limited
SIL involvement to date.

According to Omar (1987: 58), ‘Malay has always been the lingua franca in
intergroup communication’ in Malaysia. In the colonial days,6 Malay was used in
the market place and in daily life between ethnic groups. Although during this
time the language of the government was English, public notices and important
documents were published in Malay, Chinese and Tamil as well as in English.
This reflected the three main ethnic groups recognised under English colonial
rule for communication and education. These four languages represented four
types of schools using four different curriculums. There have been Chinese
primary schools since 1904 and Tamil Primary schools since 1913.

On 31 August 1957 the Union Flag was lowered for the last time in Kuala
Lumpur and Baker (1999: 260) says the ‘British left behind a prosperous country
with tremendous potential’. He further states in Chapter 16 that there were some
serious economic inequalities in this multilingual country. The leaders of this
newly independent country saw national identity and unity as their main
priorities.

Omar (1982) states that language planning in Malaysia began in 1956. The
Report of the Education Committee was concerned with education in general and
specifically the policies governing the uses of English, Malay, Tamil and Chinese.
According to Omar (1982: 33), it ‘paved the way for the education system of
Malaysia to transform into one that was national in nature’. She goes on (p. 34) to
say that, ‘people speaking a common language acquire through this language a
feeling of unity and a common identity’.

After Malaysia became independent in 1957, the National Language Policy
was drafted in Article 152 of the Constitution. This policy established Malay as
the only national language with the purpose of developing national unity and
identity. This policy also wrote in a provision for the mother tongues of the
numerous other languages. It stated that the ‘pupil’s own language’ (POL) could
be taught in the schools if the parents desired and there were at least 15 students
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to make up a class. At first, only Tamil and Mandarin were taught in the schools
with Iban, an indigenous language, also taught in school in the state of Sarawak.

Iban
Between 1948 and 1963, while Sarawak was still under British colonial rule,

Iban, the language of the largest ethnic group in Sarawak, was the lingua franca
with other ethnic comunities. Unlike the other indigenous languages in this
paper, it was also used as the language of government for official letters, rulings,
announcements and notices. Jimbun Tawai (1998), Vice Chairman of the
Sarawak Dayak Iban Association, states that Iban was used in the courts, espe-
cially if the person being tried understood the Iban language. It was also used
over Radio Sarawak and he says that it was effective in increasing the awareness
of the Iban community to develop their language and culture. During this time
the Iban language was offered as an examination subject in the Sarawak Junior
Certificate under the name ‘Asian language’. Jimbun says that in early 1963 the
question of education in the Iban language was debated for the first time in the
Dewan Undangan Negeri Sarawak,7 and as a result the name of the subject was
changed to ‘Iban language’. It was taught as a subject along with other subjects in
the school system.

Jimbun Tawai (1998: 105) calls the period 1948–1963, while still under British
rule, the ‘Golden era’ of the Iban language. During this time, on the

15 September 1958, the colonial government agreed to officiate the forming
of the Borneo Language Bureau (BLB)…. The main purpose for the forming
of the BLB was to collect the oral literature of the various ethnic groups of
Borneo and to publish this material in the original language of these ethnic
groups. This initiative was given full support by the Iban society of the
time. In a short time, the BLB succeeded in publishing more than 60 books
in the Iban language. (1998: 105)

He goes on to say, however, ‘since BLB was taken over by the Dewan Bahasa dan
Pustaka, the publishing of books in the native languages of Borneo has been
frozen’ (1998: 110).8

In 1963, Sarawak became independent from Britain and became a part of
Malaysia. Although Iban was offered as an elective subject in a teacher’s training
college in 1968–1969, Hamid (1999) states that it was not until 1988 that the
Central Curriculum Committee formalised it as part of the nationalcurriculum.

According to Hamid (1999), Iban is being taught as a subject in 453 primary
and 51 secondary schools in the state of Sarawak. This represents 34,772 students
and 570 teachers in the primary schools and 16,117 students and 155 teachers in
the secondary schools.One of the challenges that Iban faces as part of the national
curriculum is the lack of reading materials. Another challenge, resulting in weak
implementation in the schools, is the lack of trained personnel to supervise teach-
ing. Because of these constraints Iban is not offered at the upper secondary level.
There is also a lack of teaching staff at the teachers’ college level and so Iban is no
longer being offered as an elective in the college. In 1999, the Ministry of Educa-
tion reported that efforts were underway to train trainers utilising Iban teachers
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who were retired or about to retire. This would open the way for Iban to again be
offered as an elective subject at the teacher training college.

Kadazandusun
There are approximately 13 indigenous languages identified under the

Dusunic language family9 in the state of Sabah. Two of the main ones are
Kadazan and Dusun. Like the Iban in Sarawak, this language family makes up
the largest ethnic majority in Sabah. After Malay was made the national language
and the medium of instruction in the schools, Kadazan and Dusun parents felt
they needed to use Malay in the home as well. According to Lasimbang et al.
(2000: 4–5), Kadazandusun mother tongue speakers felt the need to use the
Malay language in the home

to encourage easy assimilation into the fast growing Malaysian culture,
also to safeguard social and economic status… A heavy use of Malay and
English coupled with the need to excel in the newly structured Malaysian
education system had put mother tongue use in question.

Mixed marriages and the mass media were other contributing factors.
These factors all led to a decline in the use of the mother tongue.

In the mid-1980s John and Carolyn Miller, SIL linguists who were studying
the Kadazan Tangaa’ language, co-authored a Kadazan Language Lessons book.
This was well received and helped part of the community to identify with the
growing problem of language loss, as the language was being mixed with Malay
and some English. This growing awareness led to literature production during a
writing workshop in 1985. A language survey was done during that time and
from the results it was clear that the community wanted their language to be
taught in the schools, although this had not been stated publicly up to that time.
According to Lasimbang et al. (2000: 10), efforts were then made by the Kadazan
Cultural Association (KCA) to request the teaching of Kadazan.

In the newspaper Sabah Times of 19 November 1988, the Minister of Education
made a statement that ‘the Ministry of Education may incorporate the study of
other languages such as Iban and Kadazan into the school syllabus’. A sympo-
sium was organised in January 1989, ‘Towards the Standardisation of the
Kadazan Dialects’, looking at the issues of standardisation within the Dusunic
language family and strategies for introducing the Kadazan language as part of
the school curriculum in Sabah. The main problem the Kadazan and Dusun were
facing at that time was the issue of standardising the various dialects. One objec-
tive of the symposium was

to create awareness among participants as to the problems, challenges and
prospects in the preservation of existing Kadazan dialects with the view of
arriving at a consensus on the need to standardise the Kadazan language,
and to identify possibilities for the production of appropriate teaching
materials in the Kadazan language. (Lasimbang et al., 2000: 11)

This effort at standardisationwas not to ignore the rich diversity of the dialects
or eliminate differences among them, but as Lasimbang (1998: 92) states,
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The definition of a standard language is a cluster of closely related
languages strongly identifying themselves as one linguistic community
and sharing a standard written language while maintaining their own
spoken variety.

However, when it came to choosing an identity for the standard language,
there was conflict between the two groups as to whether the name should be
Kadazan or Dusun. This delayed the process until 1994when a Member of Parlia-
ment, whose mother tongue was Kadazan, revived the campaign for the
language to be included as a subject in the formal academic curriculum.

The Borneo Mail newspaper of 15 June 1994 reported that members of the
Kadazandusun community had again expressed their desire to have their
language taught in the schools. However, there was no provision for this to be
done in the public schools at that time so, in October 1994, a private class was set
up under the Kadazandusun Language Center (KLC) in response to the felt need
in the community for mother-tongue classes. The first class included children
aged 7–14 fourteen years old and a year later, 15 students graduated.10 The Borneo
Mail of 25 September 1994 published an article titled ‘Making Kadazan school
subject: Private class may become a launching pad’. The syllabus used in these
classes was later used for discussions and a base in planning the curriculum and
syllabus to be used in the state (or public) schools.

In January 1995, the Kadazan Cultural Association and the United Sabah
Dusun Association met and came to a consensus. ‘Kadazandusun’ was declared
as the standard language of the dialects within the Dusunic family. In this same
year, Parliament passed a new Education Bill. It allowed for the teaching of the
Kadazandusun language in school throughout Sabah as the ‘Pupil’s Own
Language’. The Education Ministry gave the directive to proceed with prepara-
tions to teach the Kadazandusun language on a trial basis. Bundu and Liwan
were the two dialects chosen to be the reference dialect and renamed
Bunduliwan. This was the base dialect to be used in producing materials for
classes in the schools.

In 1995 the Sabah State Education Department (JPNS), along with the Center
for Curriculum Development, began the work of developing curriculum materi-
als and teacher training and drew up an action plan for implementation at a trial
level. A panel of Kadazandusun Language Curriculum Writers under JPNS,
using the Kadazandusun language syllabus produced at the Kadazandusun
Language Center, worked on preparing a curriculum.11 Teachers were selected
who had a strong command of the language and had also taken a language
course as an option at their particular teacher training colleges. The State Educa-
tion Department gave them centralised training.

In January 1996, the Kadazandusun Language Foundation (KLF) began oper-
ating with Rita Lasimbang as the chief executive officer. To meet their three goals
to preserve, develop and promote the Kadazandusun language, they have set up
a resource centre for the community. They hold seminars on the linguistic
aspects of the language as several of their employees have linguistic training.
They not only hold yearly teacher training workshops for a community
pre-school, but have also provided consultant help to the Sabah State Education
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Department. They also assist in channelling funds to support teachers’ requests
for in-house training.

The initiative of the Kadazandusun Language Foundation to revive and
develop materials for their language has led them to have numerous workshops
for on-going literature production. Members of the Kadazandusun community
have participated in these writers’ workshops where they have learned princi-
ples such as the four levels of literature, how and what to write, translation prin-
ciples and the process of material production. KLF has also held Editor’s
Workshops training the participants to know if the subject matter is appropriate
for the intended audience, if the language used was appropriate for the reading
level, as well as clear, natural and acceptable to the speakers of the language.
They have sponsored writing competitions as another way of encouraging more
materials production. There are also radio broadcasts in Kadazandusun and
three of the newspapers have a Kadazandusun section.

The first Kadazandusun classes in the public school system were held in 1997
and were taught by 30 teachers at 15 schools to 316 Year 4 primary school
students. This was done outside school hours for 120 minutes per week. The
schools selected were ones that had a majority of Kadazandusun students in their
student bodies as well as potential Kadazandusun teachers. The following year,
1998, Kadazandusun teaching in Year 4 was implemented throughout the state
in addition to the pilot programme for Year 5 being started in 15 selected schools.
This involved 147 schools with 171 teachers and 2940 students. In 1999 they
implemented the pilot programme for primary 6 in 15 selected schools. Along
with that was the implementation of primary 4 and 5 in schools throughout the
state, giving a total of 231 schools, 507 teachers and 8456 students involved.12 In
the year 2000, Kadazandusun was starting its fourth year in the schools and the
new Kadazandusun syllabus was completed. Lasimbang et al. (2000: 2) states,

at present the Kadazandusun language is taught to 19,731 children by 881
trained teachers in 440 primary schools in 21 districts throughout the state
of Sabah.

The Ministry of Education (Hamid, 1999) sees a few challenges in continuing
to implement the Kadazandusun language in the schools. Some of these are the
standardisationand compilation of vocabulary lists for teaching and the continu-
ation of compiling the lexicon to include the many dialects in the Kadazandusun
family. They, along with the Kadazandusun people, realise the need to continue
developing reading materials. They are working on these fronts towards meet-
ing their goals.

Lasimbang et al. (2000: 20) state,

From the community’s standpoint, the idea for a standard language has
come a long way, in that, the inclusion of the Kadazandusun language in
the schools has increased the assurance for mother tongue maintenance.

However, they go on to say that they hope the language will be fully owned and
publicly acknowledged by the Kadazandusun community itself. This will only
be known or verified when a study is done.
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Semai
The Semai in Peninsular Malaysia on the mainland of Asia, are the largest

indigenous language community in the region. Semai is a Central Aslian
language.13 They, along with others such as Temiar and Jah Hut, form the Aslian
branch of the Mon-Khmer language family. The Semai number more than 26,000
and are found in at least three states in forested areas of the main mountain range.
They are one of the 18 aboriginal language communities who are protected by the
Department of Aboriginal Affairs (JHEOA) formed in 1954 as part of the Ministry
of Home Affairs. The department’s powers and functions, defined by the Aborig-
inal Peoples’ Ordinance and revised in 1974, provides for the aboriginal peoples’
protection as well as for the promotion of their socioeconomic development.
JHEOA deal with matters such as health, education, housing, agriculture and
forest policy. According to the Ministry of Education, under ‘JHEOA’s grouping
plan’, the peninsula aborigines are settled in villages and given housing and land
for crops and animal husbandry. These crops are rubber and oil palm and the
animals are cattle, goats and chickens. Handicrafts are also being promoted.
JHEOA’s aim is to integrate the aborigines and encourage them to settle while
respecting their desire to maintain their own cultural traditions.

In 1994, JHEOA was transferred to the Ministry of National Unity and Social
Development and the schools, which were formerly under them, were entrusted
to the Ministry of Education in 1996. The Education Act (1996), Act 550 Part 1,2 d
(ii) stated: ‘indigenous languages shall be made available if it is reasonable and
practicable to do so and if the parents of at least fifteen pupils in the school so
request’. Work on the introduction of Semai into the national curriculum began
when the Ministry of Education took over the aboriginal schools.

In January 1997, the Central Curriculum Committee approved the implemen-
tation of the Semai Language in the schools. The Ministry of Education, Malay-
sia, started a pilot programme with 15 primary schools in three states. However,
after the first year, two states were ‘dropped because of the dissimilarities in the
lexicon of the Semai dialects…leading to differences in understanding among
students with regard to the lexicon chosen for teaching’.14 In 1998, a pilot
programme was tried in six schools in one state for primary Years 3 and 4. Then
in 1999, Years 3 and 4 were implemented and a pilot programme tried for Years 5
and 6. This was done in six schools with nine teachers and 165 students in the one
state. In 2000, there was full implementation in the one state with preparation for
expansion into another state that had been previously tried. This would lead to a
trial programme in this state for year 3 and 4 in 2001.

The Ministry of Education (MOE) faces several challenges in the implementa-
tion of Semai in the schools. The presentation done by the MOE’s representative
at the MERA seminar in 1999 mentioned the ‘initiative and drive lacking at
ground level and implementation has to be constantly monitored by central
authority’. In April 2000,a six-day teacher training-session was held in Peninsula
Malaysia for people who had been and would be involved in teaching Semai
students in the schools. The author had the privilege of attending the last few
days of this training session. During one of the staff planning sessions at the end
and in talking with a few of the teachers, a frequently expressed need was for a lot
more materials in the Semai language. Once again the comment came up about
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the differences in dialects and maybe even in languages. Some people have
tended to lump all the orang asli or aborigines in Peninsula Malaysia together,
although they have different mother tongues. More research needs to be done in
the areas of language survey and linguistics.

Language survey is needed to determine the degree of language similarity
and differences. One way could be with lexicostatistics.This is usually used as an
initial method for determining language and dialect boundaries and relies on the
comparison of wordlists of the languages in question. Another method that can
also be used is intelligibility testing. In this method people listen to taped stories
in languages related to their own and then their comprehension is tested. This
works best when trying to determine the degree of similarity between two or
more languages. This is by no means a comprehensive overview of language
survey, but only an indication of how it could be done.

More materials need to be developed for the Semai, especially reading books
for the students. A lexicon is currently being compiled under the supervision of
the MOE and this will require more work. SIL was invited by the MOE to organ-
ise a workshop to teach their staff ShoeBox, a program created by SIL to manage a
lexical database and make dictionaries At the end of the week in September 2000,
there were more than 2000 Semai words entered and work continues.

Iranun
The Iranun people of Sabah, Malaysia, mainly inhabit the west coast,although

Iranun is also spoken in a few villages in the Lahad Datu area in southeastern
Sabah. Iranun is a distinct member of the Danao sub-family. This sub-family
consists of Maranao, Maguindanaon, and Ilanon of Ilaya Bay in Mindanao, Phil-
ippines, and the Iranun of Sabah, Malaysia. The name Iranun, preferred by the
Sabahan Iranun, means ‘longing for a certain place’ and conveys love for their
homeland. Estimates indicate there are some 12–15,000 Iranun speakers in
Sabah.

Some of the Iranun leaders expressed concern over the gradual loss of their
culture and language as the communities are being influenced by the wider society.
Their history, oral literature and traditions have not been written down, so as the
older generation die, their heritage is being lost. They see their ethnic language
declining in use among the younger generation as they are schooled in the
national language. Although their children are supposedly bilingual, they do not
demonstrate fluent control of either Iranun or of the national language, Malay,
but instead commonly code-switch.

Code-switching, according to C. Baker (1996: 86), ‘is when an individual
(more or less deliberately) alternates between two or more languages. Such alter-
nation can range from one word mixing, to switching in mid-sentence, to switch-
ing in larger speech blocks’. In Iranun, this seems to happen as the younger
generation is speaking or writing and cannot remember a word, or the Malay
grammatical phrase is simpler. The phrases in the following sentences illustrate
code-switching.

(1) Sarita’ aya ni mula, liumalakau aku sa raya
(2) Sarita’ aya kiapu’unan ian manaia, lumalakau akun sa raya.
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The first Iranun sentence has the Malay phrase underlined and the second
sentence shows the same meaning in Iranun after being edited. Both of these
phrases were taken from a story written and edited in a workshop series
1999–2000.

A lawyer and minister in the government, an Iranun himself, also felt the
concerns of his people. In 1995, he invited SIL to work with his people and help
them develop and preserve their language. Dr Howard McKaughan,15 a
respected linguist and SIL consultant, started linguistic research in 1996. My
husband and I were asked to begin work with the Iranun in 1998. An advisory
committee was formed which included leaders from all the Iranun villages.
Working committees, with an executive committee to oversee them, were
formed in each of four geographic areas. We trained these working committees
to do various language development activities.

The committees started by tape recording some of their traditional stories and
history and then transcribing them. They found the transcription difficult as an
orthography was not yet in place. At the same time we started computer training
in three of the four areas. While this was progressing, work was underway to
devise an orthography. In November 1998, the first orthography seminar was
held, which resulted in a proposed practical orthography16 based on linguistic
analysis and preliminary phonological description done by Dr McKaughan.

With a proposed orthography in place, the Iranun people were ready to write
more of their literature. We facilitated a three-part writers’ workshop, which
began in 1999 and was completed in 2000. More than 60 people attended these
workshops. In addition, there was also an editing workshop, which helped to
prepare all the materials for publication. The computer trainees were able to
input and print the 67 different booklets written during that time, complete with
pictures drawn by local artists and authors. H. Russell Bernard (1992) in a paper
entitled ‘Preserving language diversity: Computers can be a tool for making the
survival of languages possible’, tells of a centre in Mexico that was established to
enable the Indian people to publish books in their own languages using comput-
ers. He also mentions the Kom people in Cameroon using computers to write in
their language. A number of the Iranun participants in the workshops are now
able to do this. The Iranun and SIL members held two more workshops in 2001
and work continues in the language.

Lambert (1975) distinguished between what he labelled ‘additive’ and
‘subtractive’ bilingualism. Iranun children are experiencing subtractive bilin-
gualism. Iranun students, like the Kadazandusun students, are expected to
acquire Malay, the official or school language and consequently, their parents
and others around try to speak Malay to them, but it not standard Malay. All
around them they hear their older siblings, relatives and others in the commu-
nity speaking Iranun. However, in school, Iranun is not used as a means for help-
ing them learn and this usually has meant that, as the learning requirements
become more complex, the children tend to do poorly. This is especially evident
in comparison to the children who speak the school language as their mother
tongue. In addition, the minority-language children gradually lose their ability
to speak and understand their mother tongue. This is by no means unique to the
Iranun. The same process is occurring in the other indigenous language groups
in Malaysia and among other indigenous peoples around the world.
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The situation is exactly what the Kadazandusun were facing a few years
earlier. They ‘tackled it head on’ by actively pursuing the inclusion of their
language in the public school curriculum. The Iranun people would also like to
see their language in the school system in their geographical areas. To this end,
they are continuing literature production. Their vision is for their children to
know their heritage and their language. They want their children to know their
history, their traditional stories and culture. At the same time they want their
children to speak Malay fluently. With this in mind, they have asked for help in
producing materials so they can consider starting a programme at the pre-school
level. They hope that in the future their language can also be included as a subject
in the public school curriculum.

Comments
In personal communication with members of the Curriculum Department,

when the Ministry of Education considers the various ethnic groups who ask for
their language to be implemented in the schools under the ‘pupil’s own
language’ (POL) clause, they have to look at various factors including population
size and what is practical and affordable. In this, as in any other programme, it is
natural for all leaders to be concerned about the financial cost. If every language
community were to ask to have its language included in the curriculum, this
could present a dilemma when one considers the many languages there are in
some countries. Yet, one must look beyond the immediate cost and think of the
future of the country. A number of researchers, including C. Baker (1996), have
stated that children perform better when they have been able to develop
cognitively in their mother tongue and are able to transfer that to the national
language and other languages they need to learn. According to Tucker (1998)and
Dutcher (2001), research done in various places throughout the world indicates
that although there may be additional one-time start-up costs, innovative
programmes cost about the same as traditional programmes. The cost benefit
calculations can be thought of in terms of improvements in the students’ years of
schooling and then the enhanced earning potential of graduates. It will be inter-
esting to see what happens as the Iranun, in the years to come, work on material
development and push for their language to be included in the education system.

In 1980, the Report of the Cabinet Committee on the Implementation of the National
Education Policy recommended that the POL classes be opened to others and not
just to first-language speakers (Omar, 1987: 63). Interestingly enough, in Sabah,
Kadazandusun is being offered to all. In fact in one area of Sabah, where the
speakers belong to the Paitanic language family, there are no POL classes in their
language, but Kadazandusun is offered in their schools. In another area, there are
some Kadazandusun speakers, but the majority are from two other non-Dusunic
language groups. In personal conversation, a teacher in a school in that area
stated that all the students were being offered the option of learning
Kadazandusun.

Hamid (Ministry of Education), at MERA 1999, states three reasons for the
inclusion of the Indigenous languages of Malaysia – Iban, Kadazandusun and
Semai – in the school curriculum:

Political will of the ethnic minorities, the Government’s commitment to
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preserving and promoting ethnic cultures and heritage, and to integrate
these minorities into mainstream society and as part of Malaysia’s social
engineering program to develop minority/disadvantaged groups to be on
par with major ethnic/economically advantaged groups within Malaysia’s
multi-ethnic culture.

The political will is seen in the Iban and Kadazandusun communities of Sarawak
and Sabah. On the other hand, the Semai in Peninsular Malaysia are part of
Malaysia’s ‘social engineering program to develop disadvantaged groups’.

One can note the present trend in the way the indigenous languages are being
implemented in the schools in Malaysia. In the case of the Kadazandusun, the
programme began in Grades 4–6 with plans to continue into the secondary
school. In the case of the Semai, it was implemented in Grades 3–6. The reason
given for the start at Grade 3 or 4 is because it is felt that the children need to learn
Malay well before they are introduced to another language. When the students
enter school, the curriculum and language in which they learn to read is Malay,
the national language. Then after two or three years, they are able to have a class
in their mother tongue. The feeling is that they cannot be burdened with more
than one language and the national language needs to be taught from the time the
student enters school. In many cases, one class in English is already in the school
system from Year 1, so the indigenous language needs to wait to be introduced
until Year 3 or 4.

When looking at the field of mother-tongue and bilingual education, one can
see a good start has been made in including the indigenous languages in the
Malaysian school system. However, more considerations and deliberations will
need to be made for the students to achieve better results. An additive bilingual
education programme as described by Lambert (1975) seems to be needed. In this
model, students learn first in their mother tongue and continue to develop
cognitively in the mother tongue while learning a second language. The new
learning would just be the structure and vocabulary of the new language. Baker
(1996: 102) in commenting on additive or subtractive bilingualism, states that a
positive self-concept relates to additive bilingualism but when there is
subtractive bilingualism, there may be a lower self-concept and loss of cultural
identity. Cummins (1980) states that the languages a person knows have differ-
ent surface features, but only one underlying central operating system in the
brain and so the dual process is not educationally harmful.

According to the evidence presented by Thomas and Collier (1997), additive
bilingual education programmes, especially those that continue to use the chil-
dren’s mother tongue in the classroom through their primary years, increase
minority-language students’ ability to become successful learners. In a study
encompassing 14 years, they found that

only those groups of ‘language minority students’ who have received
strong cognitive and academic development through their first language
for many years, at least through Grade 5 or 6, as well as through the second
language are doing well in school as they reach the last of the high school
years. (1997: 14)

The Thomas and Collier study demonstrates that minority-language
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students’ ability to achieve long-term academic success is greatly enhanced by
the use of their mother tongue for as long as possible. They found that the deeper
a student’s level of cognitive and academic development in the first language,
the better he or she will progress in the second language as these skills transfer
readily. Similarly, indigenous language students could benefit from instruction
in both Malay and their mother tongue.

Language can be seen as part of a person’s identity. There are people in the
world who will consider themselves part of a certain ethnic group, even if they
do not speak the language, whereas there are others who will argue that if people
do not speak the language then they have lost their identity and their heritage.
Adley-Santa Maria (1999: 18) says, ‘our languages are us – they are a vital part of
our identities’.

Conclusion
According to Omar (1987: 66), ‘The Malays, as a race, would rather die than

lose their language to a foreign one’. Some language communities around the
world are emotionally attached to their language and do not want to lose it. A
Semai teacher at the teacher-training session in 2000 spoke of her group’s happi-
ness at having their language now being taught in the schools. The
Kadazandusun demonstrated this in their campaign for their language to be
used in the schools. The Iranun are demonstrating this in their quest not only to
establish a written form of their language, but also to have it taught initially in
pre-school with the hope it will continue into the primary school.

The Malay people have a motto, Bahasa Jiwa Bangsa, meaning language is the
soul of the nation or race. This, Omar (1987: 16) states, is deeply ingrained in
them. She goes on to say it gives the feeling of pride and the community is
attached to it. Other people groups accept Malay as the national and official
language, but also are exhibiting the same type of feeling about their own
language as they seek to develop it. This is seen in these four communities and, at
the time of writing (2001), the Bidayuh of Sarawak are working towards
language standardisation,materials development and the goal of their language
also being in the school system. For the Kadazandusun and Semai it is early days
yet as their programme has just been implemented within the last five years. The
Iranun has not yet reached that stage. For all these languages, materials are still
being developed and plans continue to be made.

Extensive studies are lacking in the field of indigenous education in SE Asia
and more research needs to be done. More time and study is needed in these
languages to see the results of their language development projects. More work
needs to be done in the areas of orthography testing and sociolinguistic surveys.
There need to be studies comparing indigenous students’ education results with
the results of Malay mother-tongue speakers. In indigenous languages where
POL classes have been implemented, longitudinal studies are needed to deter-
mine the effect of these classes. Studies like this would be very beneficial to the
local people and Ministry of Education, as well as to NGOs and other minority
communities across the world, especially in Southeast Asia.
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Correspondence
Any correspondence should be directed to Karla J. Smith, Institut Linguistik

SIL, WDT 26, 88900 Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia (karla_smith@sil.org).

Notes
1. Statistik 1995 JHEOA, Jabatan Hal Ehwal Orang Asli.
2. According to the International Encyclopedia of Linguistics (Bright, 1992: 137), the

primary split of the Austro-Asiatic language is between the Mon Khmer and Munda
families. On page 139 the editor goes on to say that the ‘Aslian branch of interior
Malaysia clearly fits within Mon Khmer and may actually form a southern division of
the family’. He mentions a north Aslian and south Aslian sub-branch and calls the
branch with the Semai, the Senoic sub-branch.

3. Orang asli, aborigine, aboriginal, aborigine language community are all used inter-
changeably for the Semai and the other 17 indigenous groups in Peninsula Malaysia.

4. SIL is an international non-government organisation with members from more than
35 countries, working with minority-language communities in over 60 countries. SIL
has worked under a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in Sabah, Malaysia,
since 1979.

5. http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country_bibl.asp?name=Malaysia
6. The British ruled Malaya, as it was then known, during the 19th and first half on the

20th centuries.
7. Dewan Undangan Negeri Sarawak means Sarawak State Assembly.
8. Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka means Language and Library Council.
9. The Dusunic language family is one of the language families in Sabah,Malaysia. There

are also other language families such as Murutic, Paitanic and Sama-Bajau. These are
listed in the SIL/Malaysia Branch, Revised List of Western Austronesian Languages and
Dialects in Sabah, March 1996: Kota Kinabalu. The International Encyclopedia of
Linguistics on pages 667–668 lists these languages under the Austronesian family. The
Malayo-Polynesian and Western Malayo-Polynesian are listed as branches or
subgroups.

10. KLF News (1999) Issue 1, p. 10, produced by the Kadazandusun Language Foundation,
Penampang, Sabah, Malaysia.

11. KLF News (1999) Issue 1, p. 11, produced by the Kadazandusun Language Foundation,
Penampang, Sabah, Malaysia.

12. Schedule of Implementation 1997–1999, Ministry of Education, Malaysia.
13. The Temiar website quotes Wurm and Hattori (1983) and Benjamin (1986) as stating

that the orang asli have been categorised linguistically into three Aslian groups. The
Central Aslian group is comprised of the Temiar, Semai, Jah Hut, Jengjeng, Lanoh,
Sabum and Semnam. A complete genetic classification of the world’s languages is
listed on the website – Ruhlen Classification and List of Languages of the world. This
is based on pp. 301–378 of Merritt Ruhlen’s (1987)A Guide to the World’s Languages Vol.
1: Classification, Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA.

14. Hamid: Ministry of Education Malaysia 1999 presentation at the MERA/ERA
Seminar.

15 Dr Howard P. McKaughan, Professor Emeritus University Hawaii, has worked in
Mexico, Thailand, the Philippines and Malaysia, besides spending 25 years as a
professor and dean at the University of Hawaii. He specialises in analysing the gram-
mar of the language and has co-authored a dictionary of the Maranao of the Philip-
pines, a language related to Iranun.

16. After the phonemes of the language were identified, graphemes were assigned to each
one. In this case the graphemes are from the Roman alphabet and the assignments
were made to match the national language as closely as possible. This proposed
orthography is of a tentative nature and will undergo several stages of testing before
attaining the status of standard orthography.
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