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ABSTRACT

Many international Islamic schools in Malaysia enroll learners from various
multicultural and multilingual backgrounds. In these schools, proficiency in both
Arabic and the language of instruction, typically English, is required for Islamic
education. However, many students encounter difficulties because of limited
proficiency in these two languages. Thus, it is crucial to examine how the teaching and
learning (T&L) of Islamic studies (IS) is conducted in international Islamic schools.
This study aimed to answer the following research questions: a) What is the nature of
the curriculum of IS in international Islamic schools?; b) What bilingual teaching and
learning methods are employed for IS in international Islamic schools? ; ¢) How is the
assessment of IS conducted in international Islamic schools? ; d) What challenges are
faced by stakeholders in learning IS in a bilingual environment? ; and e) What are the
perceptions of stakeholders regarding the bilingual education of IS in international
Islamic schools? The study adopted a mixed-method, sequential explanatory research
design which involved the use of questionnaires and interview protocols. The
participants of the study were from seven international Islamic schools in Selangor and
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, including principals/heads of department, teachers, students
and parents (n=449). A purposeful sample of 54 participants was selected for
stakeholder interviews. The results of the study revealed that: a) the curriculum
appears to emphasise the inculcation and practice of Islamic philosophy, teacher and
student- centered T&L as well as bilingual practices; b) T&L involves use of Arabic
and English with a focus on the application of Islamic values; c) an emphasis on
summative assessment, with English as the language of assessment; d) the use of two
languages in T&L is a major challenge for teachers and learners; e) all stakeholders
view the practice of bilingual education for the Islamic studies subject positively. This
research contributes to our understanding of T&L as well as effective classroom
communication by : a) highlighting the benefits of a bilingual approach to IS within
multicultural and multilingual school communities; b) expanding the discourse in the
interdependence of Arabic and English in mediating meaning during IS lessons; ¢)
deepening knowledge on instructional policies in relation to language integration in
the classroom, as well as challenges in the use of a bilingual approach to IS instruction;
and d) providing insight to teachers’ role and competencies in implementing IS
lessons, and how they are related to teacher professional development.

Keywords: International Islamic schools, Islamic education, bilingual education,
teaching and learning methods, Arabic and English, curriculum,
stakeholders, perceptions
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study

Malaysia, which is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious nation situated in Southeast Asia,
is renowned for its rich tapestry of languages and cultures, primarily comprising
Malays, Chinese and Indians (Ilhavenil & Logeswaran, 2023). This linguistic diversity
is prominently reflected in the country's education system, where three distinct
mediums of instruction prevail. Firstly, Bahasa Malaysia, which is the national
language, serves as the medium of instruction in both primary and secondary national
schools. Secondly, Mandarin and Tamil are authorised as mediums of instruction in
national-type (vernacular) primary Chinese and Tamil schools respectively (Mohd
Adnan & Airil Haimi, 2017; Santoso & Kinasih, 2022). Additionally, the English
language is recognised as a second language in Malaysia, which is compulsory across
all educational levels from primary to tertiary in the curriculum (Irma Wani et al.,
2022).

In line with Malaysia's Education Blueprint (Ministry of Education Malaysia,
2013-2025), the Malaysian education system actively promotes bilingualism and
multilingualism. This strategic approach advocates every child to acquire proficiency
in an additional language, thus embracing and capitalising on the country's
multicultural and multilingual ethos. In this context, Kartashova and Osipova (2022)
highlighted that many students in Malaysia opt to expand their language repertoire
beyond Bahasa Malaysia and English, aiming to better prepare themselves for the

global workforce.



According to Savski (2020), the introduction of the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) in Malaysia has primarily emphasised
Bahasa Malaysia and English. This emphasis has resulted in other languages,
especially indigenous and regional ones, being marginalised. Some view this one-
sided implementation of the CEFR as a missed opportunity to establish a more
inclusive and equitable language policy that can accommodate Malaysia's linguistic
diversity. The advocacy for bilingual and multilingual education, which is in
conjunction with the CEFR, presents a more harmonious alignment with Malaysia's
linguistic and cultural complexity. It functions as a mechanism to honour and
safeguard the nation's linguistic heritage and foster intercultural understanding among
its diverse linguistic communities.

Tupas and Sercombe (2014) extensively examine the intricate relationship
between language, education, and nation-building in Southeast Asia, shedding light on
the region's historical complexities shaped by immigration and colonial influences.
Through an analysis of language policies and their role in nation-building processes,
the book underscores the pivotal function of education systems in institutionalizing
dominant and national languages while addressing the challenges posed by linguistic
diversity, particularly in relation to minority languages. The experiences documented
in the book, particularly those of the Philippines in implementing bilingual education
and Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE), offer valuable
insights into the management of linguistic diversity within a nation-building
framework.

Drawing parallels with the Philippines' experiences, the book provides a
framework for understanding similar challenges faced by other Southeast Asian

nations, such as Malaysia. By examining the Philippines' efforts in incorporating



MTB-MLE and navigating issues of linguistic diversity, assimilation, and cultural
preservation, the book offers practical lessons applicable to multicultural contexts like
Malaysian international schools. As highlighted by Tupas and Sercombe (2014),
education systems play a pivotal role either in reinforcing linguistic and educational
status quos or in serving as platforms for cultural preservation and identity affirmation.
Thus, the experiences documented in the book underscore the importance of awareness
and understanding in leveraging minority learners' mother tongues in education,
contributing to broader discussions on bilingual and multilingual education within the
region.

In Malaysia, the education system faces challenges in promoting bilingual
communication within its multicultural setting. Research conducted by Hamid and
Razak (2017) examined the impact of bilingual education in Malaysian primary
schools, revealing that students in such programs displayed greater proficiency in
English compared to their counterparts in Malay-medium schools. However, concerns
about unequal access to quality bilingual education were raised, particularly for
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Hamid & Razak, 2017).

Another study by Wong and Noor (2019) delved into the obstacles surrounding
the integration of mother tongue languages, such as Mandarin and Tamil, into
Malaysian classrooms. They identified a dearth of qualified teachers and standardized
curriculum materials for these languages within the bilingual education framework
(Wong & Noor, 2019).

Further insights were provided by Beagrie et al. (2020), who explored the
experiences of teachers delivering bilingual education in Malaysia. Their findings

underscored the necessity for more robust teacher training programs focused on



effective bilingual instructional methods and strategies for managing multilingual
classrooms (Beagrie et al., 2020).

These studies align with Tupas and Sercombe's (2014) emphasis on the
complexities inherent in language policy and education. While bilingual education
offers benefits such as enhanced language proficiency, ensuring equitable access and
incorporating cultural understanding remain critical considerations for its successful
implementation within Malaysia's diverse context.

Pakendorf et al. (2021) endorse the notion that nurturing a bilingual and
multilingual approach within Malaysia not only recognises its historical linguistic
richness, but also fosters an environment of inclusivity and equity for its citizens. This
approach acts as a bridge among diverse linguistic communities, facilitating
intercultural exchange and fostering a sense of unity in Malaysia’s diverse population.
In the context of our increasingly globalized world, multilingualism emerges as an
asset uniquely embodied within Malaysia's multicultural and multilingual society.
When duly celebrated and supported, this multilingualism can significantly contribute
to national cohesion, cultural preservation, and intercultural harmony.

The prevalence of a bilingual approach in Malaysian education is evident across
public, private and international educational institutions. A noteworthy development
is that Malaysia leads Southeast Asia in terms of student enrolment in premium
English-medium international schools, with the recent removal of the 40% enrolment
restriction on local Malaysian students in these institutions (ISC Research, ISC).
International schools have been a cornerstone of the Malaysian education sector since
their establishment in the 1950s, thus catering to the educational needs of expatriate
families and those seeking a Western-style education (Siti Maziha et al., 2021,

Miftahuljanah et al., 2020; Nor-Ahmad et al., 2023). These institutions have gained



prominence due to their emphasis on a rigorous academic curriculum, English-medium
instruction and exposure to international cultures (Rahman & Singh, 2020; Ben-Jacob
& Wang, 2020).

A recent study by Alnawasreh et al. (2019) explored the motivations of
Malaysian parents for enrolling their children in international schools. The findings
revealed that parents were primarily drawn to the perceived advantages of an
international education, including better academic outcomes, enhanced English
language proficiency and exposure to a global perspective. These findings aligned with
those of Sahiruddin and Manipuspika (2021), revealing that parents’ motivations for
enrolling children in bilingual or international school were more integrative than
instrumental. The use of English as a lingua franca within the context of a multicultural
world has motivated parents and teachers to introduce English at the early stages of
education. The bilingual approach was found to be effective in the English delivery
system for social and cultural considerations.

The growth and popularity of international schools in Malaysia can be attributed
to several factors, including the country's economic development, an increasing
expatriate population and rising demand for quality education (Ahmad & Abdullah,
2020). As Malaysia transitioned from an agricultural to an industrialised economy, the
demand for qualified professionals with international exposure grew, leading to a surge
in demand for international education (Sulaiman & Ismail, 2019).

International Islamic schools in Malaysia have gained increasing popularity
among Malaysian parents who seek an educational system that seamlessly melds
international academic standards with the infusion of Islamic values. These schools
offer a dual emphasis on a global curriculum and Islamic teachings, reflecting a

growing demand for educational institutions that provide a holistic approach to



