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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study aims to explore the use of Chinese as the medium of instruction in teaching and learning 

at private higher education institutions (IPTS) in Malaysia, focusing on its impact on students’ comprehension, 

lecturers’ teaching experiences, and graduates’ employability. The study highlights the perspectives and 

experiences of twenty Chinese students and ten Chinese lecturers selected through purposive sampling from 

several IPTS across Malaysia. Participants were chosen based on their proficiency in the Chinese language and 

their experience using it as the medium of instruction. Data were collected through in-depth interviews and 

analyzed thematically to identify the main patterns that shape perceptions toward the use of Chinese as the 

medium of instruction. The findings reveal that the use of Chinese as the medium of instruction offers several 

advantages. It enhances students’ understanding of academic concepts, especially in technical and social science 

subjects, by allowing instruction in their mother tongue. This facilitates smoother communication between 

students and lecturers and enables lecturers to incorporate culturally relevant examples into their teaching, 

making lessons more meaningful and contextually relevant. Moreover, the use of Chinese helps students preserve 

their cultural identity and strengthen their mastery of their mother tongue. However, the study also identifies 

several challenges. Students often struggle to transition from secondary education, where Malay and English are 

more commonly used, to a Chinese-medium IPTS environment. This linguistic shift creates adjustment 

difficulties, particularly when dealing with academic terminology in Chinese. Additionally, the limited 

availability of high-quality academic resources in Chinese forces students and lecturers to rely on materials in 

English or Malay, further complicating comprehension. Concerns regarding employability were also raised, as 

graduates from Chinese-medium IPTS are perceived to be less prepared for the job market, which predominantly 

values proficiency in Malay and English. The study recommends that IPTS adopt a multilingual educational 

approach by strengthening the teaching of Malay and English alongside Chinese. Developing high-quality 

bilingual academic resources and providing additional language support programs would enhance students’ 

competitiveness in the job market. These findings offer valuable insights for policymakers, IPTS administrators, 

and employers in developing a more inclusive and responsive education strategy that aligns with Malaysia’s 

multilingual and multicultural realities. 

Keywords: Chinese, IPTS, Perception, Challenges, Teaching and Learning 

INTRODUCTION 

The question of medium of instruction in teaching and learning remains a significant agenda in national 

education discourse. Decisions regarding language policy, alongside efforts to develop teaching resources and 

strategies supporting the chosen language, are critical discussions within the national education arena. Typically, 

the medium of instruction could be the students’ mother tongue, which is spoken at home and within their 

community (Oral & Lund, 2022), the official or national language (Civan & Coskun, 2016), an international 

language such as English (Lasagabaster, 2022), or a combination of these. 

Students may initially learn in one language and then transition to another language after several years. 

Conducting Teaching & Learning (T&L) in students’ mother tongue is often considered one of their fundamental 
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linguistic rights (Ozfidan, 2017). Several recent studies focusing on education in developing countries advocate 

for using the mother tongue at least in the initial years of schooling (Alimi, Tella, Adeyemo & Oyeweso, 2020; 

Awopetu, 2016). 

For instance, Nishanti (2020) explored attitudes and approaches to mother-tongue education over recent decades 

across various countries and concluded that children educated in languages other than their mother tongue tend 

to face higher dropout rates and difficulties in early learning stages. 

Other studies similarly indicate that children's first language is most conducive to achieving optimal literacy and 

learning throughout primary school (Getie & Popescu, 2020). A UNESCO publication cited by Peyton (2015) 

highlighted case studies from Mali, Papua New Guinea, and Peru, demonstrating the strengths and challenges 

associated with mother-tongue education. According to Zafeirakou (2015), teaching foundational skills (early 

literacy and numeracy) and critical thinking in a child's spoken and understood language effectively reduces 

early school dropout rates and academic failures. 

Additionally, Bar and Shaul (2021) noted that these foundational skills significantly enhance learning 

capabilities when students transfer these competencies into another language. Goldenberg’s findings (2008), 

focusing on reading instruction language choice in the United States, concluded that children should ideally be 

taught reading in their primary language, which strengthens first-language literacy, encourages English literacy, 

and is practical since students simultaneously learn to read and study other academic content in English. 

Proponents of bilingual or multilingual education emphasize the importance of preserving students' linguistic 

abilities and stress using the primary language as the instructional medium, especially in early schooling (Okal, 

2014; Gorter & Cenoz, 2017). Apart from these educational reasons, students typically display stronger identity 

and agency when their mother tongue is valued and utilized in schools (Oral & Lund, 2022). 

Furthermore, teacher effectiveness increases when educators can communicate with students and parents in their 

shared mother tongue (Zafeirakou, 2015). Some scholars argue for extending high proficiency in mother tongues 

beyond elementary education, facilitating easier acquisition of national or international languages. 

High-level multilingual skills allow effective participation in global societies and promote better family and 

community relationships. There is a broad consensus among scholars about the value of bilingual or multilingual 

proficiency across developed and developing countries. 

However, Kim, Raza, and Seidman (2019) argue that teaching quality and educational context significantly 

affect student learning, suggesting these aspects should be considered alongside language choice. In Malaysia, 

Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) serves as the primary medium of instruction in national schools as mandated 

by the Education Act 1996. Exceptions exist for institutions primarily instructing in languages other than the 

national language, provided Bahasa Melayu is taught as a compulsory subject, such as in vernacular schools 

utilizing mother tongues like Chinese and Tamil. 

Hence, using Chinese as a medium of instruction in Malaysia is not an unfamiliar concept. The brief review 

above highlights that the medium of instruction can be studied from various perspectives. This research 

specifically explores the use of Chinese as a medium of instruction in Malaysian private higher education 

institutions, considering historical, policy-related, and current implementation aspects. 

Additionally, the study evaluates how using Chinese influences students’ higher education development and 

academic achievements, comparing the outcomes with institutions primarily instructing in other languages like 

Bahasa Melayu and English. Such comparative analyses help deduce goals and formulate educational strategies 

moving forward. In line with this purpose, the study sets out to explore the use of Chinese as a medium of 

instruction in private higher education institutions in Malaysia, focusing specifically on the advantages and 

challenges it presents from the perspectives of both students and lecturers. It also seeks to assess the impact of 

Chinese-medium instruction on student comprehension, academic development, and graduate employability. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The History of Chinese Education in Malaysia 

Chinese schools in Malaysia today are the result of efforts made by the Chinese community since the early 

1800s. Their development can be traced through two distinct phases: during British colonial rule and post-

independence Malaysia. Under British colonial administration, the Chinese were given the freedom to establish 

their own educational system, as they were perceived as migrants who would eventually return to their homeland 

after accumulating sufficient wealth. 

After independence was achieved, Malaysia’s language policies shifted focus to the promotion of the Malay 

language, in recognition of the need to establish a national identity. This emphasis was vital, as language is often 

seen as a symbol of identity, loyalty, and the embodiment of a group’s values, culture, and traditions (Lee, 2019). 

In light of the importance of a national language to a sovereign nation, legislation was introduced, and acts were 

enacted to ensure uniformity in official educational objectives and to promote national unity. The Razak Report, 

the Rahman Talib Report, and Article 152 of the Federal Constitution made explicit provisions regarding the 

languages of non-Malay citizens. 

The Razak Report stated that the ultimate goal of the country’s education policy must be to unite children of all 

races under a national education system in which the national language is the primary medium of instruction. It 

proposed teaching through a unified national education system that would be acceptable to the people of the 

Federation as a whole, and would fulfill the needs of cultural, social, economic, and political development, while 

acknowledging the goal of making Malay the national language of the country. At the same time, it aimed to 

preserve and sustain the growth of the languages and cultures of other communities residing in Malaysia (Lee, 

2019). 

Although the Razak Report was intended to promote national unity, it contained two core objectives. On one 

hand, it aligned with a mono-ethnic cultural framework, as Malay had been implemented in many governments 

educational acts such as the Education Act of 1996, despite the existence of multiple school systems (Owen & 

Chibundu, 2020). On the other hand, it accepted the idea of a multicultural national education policy due to the 

need to preserve and sustain the languages and cultures of other ethnic groups. 

However, these dual objectives were seen as problematic by the Rahman Talib Committee, which recommended 

the elimination of communal secondary schools in the interest of national unity. The Rahman Talib Report 

argued that it would be impossible to fully accommodate the specific demands of every ethnic group (Gill, 2007). 

As a result, Malay became the main medium of instruction for all types of national secondary schools, at the 

expense of mother tongue-based education. 

To further elevate the status of the Malay language, Article 152 of the Federal Constitution of Malaysia declared 

Malay as the national language, although citizens were free to learn and use other languages, except for official 

purposes, namely those concerning the Federal or State Governments and public authorities. Unfazed by 

government policy, the Chinese community continued to champion Chinese-medium schools, which led to a rise 

in enrolment in Chinese vernacular schools after 1969 (Gill, 2007). 

However, the Chinese community remained skeptical of the Education Act 1996, as it did not guarantee the 

continued or permanent use of the mother tongue as the main medium of instruction in existing Chinese 

vernacular primary schools (Lee, 2019). Despite these challenges, there are currently about 1,301 Chinese 

primary schools (Education Planning and Research Division [EPRD], 2010) and 61 Chinese independent schools 

(United Chinese School Committees’ Association of Malaysia, 2010). 

The relatively large number of Chinese schools compared to national schools reveals the Chinese community’s 

determination to maintain Chinese education as relevant, even though the government has shown no intention 

of building new Chinese primary schools as stated by former Education Minister Najib Tun Razak in 1999 

(Thock, 2009). 
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A Brief History of Language Policy in Malaysia 

The implementation of the national language goes beyond serving merely as an official medium of 

communication; it also functions as a marker of identity, linking individuals to their national citizenship. The 

national language, as described by Jamil and Raman (2012), plays a crucial role in fostering national unity in 

countries formerly colonized by Western powers. Similarly, Kaur and Shapii (2018) argue that the use of Malay 

as the national language instead of English, the colonial language was seen as a symbolic effort to assert 

independence from British rule. 

Most nationalist leaders in Southeast Asia introduced national languages to integrate heterogeneous 

communities. This approach was also intended to strengthen their national identity while maintaining ideological 

and political authority over other societal groups (Albury, 2021). In the Malaysian context, the national education 

policy has been aligned with political objectives aimed at achieving unity, national identity, and political 

stability. Prior to independence, Malay nationalists were committed to establishing a monolingual education 

system, using Malay as the national language. 

The use of Malay was viewed as an essential element in asserting the country’s independence and freedom from 

former Western colonizers. This is reflected in the Federal Constitution, under Article 152(a), which states that 

Malay shall be the national language. However, it also provides that no person shall be prohibited or prevented 

from using, teaching, or learning any other language (Yamat, Umar & Mahamood, 2014). The status of Malay 

as the national language was officially recognized, and other ethnic groups accepted the development of the 

national language. 

In contrast, Chinese and Tamil were regarded as “foreign” languages associated with immigrants and minority 

groups. As a result, these languages were excluded from being adopted as national or official languages (David, 

Dealwis & Ching, 2018). According to Khoo (2020), the use of Malay as the national language was a 

consequence of Malay political dominance in the country. This implies that the language of a politically 

dominant ethnic group is more likely to become the national language, as they possess the authority and power 

to make decisions affecting other communities. 

Gill (2013) characterized this as a top-down policy in Malaysia, referring to policymaking led by higher 

authorities where the ethnic majority has the power to control and influence the medium of instruction in national 

education. Studies have shown that the language used by national leaders is closely associated with national 

benefits, particularly in bridging ethnic divides rather than maintaining ethnic separation. 

In Malaysia, primary education is delivered in students’ mother tongues, but most students especially those from 

Chinese-medium schools undergo a language transition to Malay as the medium of instruction at the secondary 

level. The elevation of Malay as the national language is evident in its role as a prerequisite for entry into civil 

service, selection for secondary schools and government exams, scholarship applications, teacher training 

courses, and public examinations. 

The limited opportunities for the Chinese community to develop high-level proficiency in their mother tongue, 

and the unequal treatment of their language’s growth, have led to disappointment among Chinese Malaysians, 

who perceive this as an affront to their cultural identity (Helen, 2013). 

Vernacular Language Policy 

At the time of Malaya’s independence in 1957, it was agreed that Malay would become the sole national 

language; however, the study of other languages would still be permitted. This provision was later enshrined in 

Article 152 of the Federal Constitution of Malaya. Over the years, the use of the National Language, later referred 

to as Bahasa Malaysia was increasingly emphasized in education and administration. Education, the medium of 

instruction, and the language of examinations had long been sources of controversy and ethnic division even 

before independence. 
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The educational landscape at the time was characterized by a variety of school types. At the top were English-

medium schools, primarily located in urban areas. Then came Malay-medium schools, found mostly in rural 

areas, which were not allowed for imperial policy reasons to go beyond the primary level. The Chinese and 

Indian communities were largely self-reliant. As previously discussed, the Chinese community did not look to 

the British to provide Chinese-language education. In nearly every Chinese village, they established their own 

primary schools and provided their own teachers. 

They also built several secondary schools in urban areas. Although the certificates awarded by these schools 

were not recognized by the government, this did not concern the Chinese community, as they were accepted in 

the Chinese private sector and that was good enough. The Tamil community was not as fortunate. Their primary 

schools, located on rubber estates, were few and far between. The standard of these schools also suffered due to 

a lack of qualified teachers. This was the situation before and after World War I. 

Following independence, this situation could no longer continue. As noted earlier, the 1956 Razak Report, 1960 

Rahman Talib Report, and later the amendment to Section 21(2) of the Education Act 1961 dramatically reshaped 

the national education system. In line with the recommendations of the Razak Report and the 1957 Education 

Ordinance, Chinese and Tamil primary schools were “persuaded” to convert into standard-type schools that 

would receive government support. The Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) and the Malaysian Indian 

Congress (MIC) undertook significant efforts to convince Chinese and Tamil primary schools to adopt the 

standard-type school model, where they could continue to use their mother tongue as the medium of instruction 

while following the national curriculum set by the Ministry of Education. Malay and English would also be 

mandatory subjects. 

The next major step was to integrate Independent Chinese Secondary Schools (ICSS) into the national education 

mainstream. Once again, the MCA tried to persuade these schools to become national-type secondary schools, 

in which Malay or English would be the medium of instruction and examinations. Chinese would be offered 

only as an additional language. However, this time the resistance was stronger. The independent schools refused 

the change and opted to preserve their autonomy. Although many eventually gave in to government pressure and 

became national-type schools, some did not and remained independent. 

Today, there are around 60 Independent Chinese Secondary Schools that have rejected conversion into national-

type schools. Meanwhile, the Ministry of Education was required to accommodate Pupil’s Own Language (POL) 

programs, a provision generally acknowledged to have been poorly supported by educational authorities. Under 

this policy, if 15 parents requested that their children be taught Chinese or Tamil, the Ministry would be obliged 

to arrange these classes. 

However, POL has often been implemented half-heartedly and neglected by Malaysia’s education authorities. 

In an effort to reform the program, various teachers' associations and unions have consistently urged the 

government to improve the facilities for these language classes. One such effort came when the National Union 

of the Teaching Profession (NUTP) urged the Ministry of Education to introduce appropriate syllabi and teaching 

guides for Chinese and Tamil, so that teachers handling POL classes could teach more effectively (The Star, 

February 28, 1995). 

Chinese and Tamil primary schools faced many challenges in the years following independence. These ranged 

from drastically declining enrollment (especially during the 1960s), inadequate infrastructure (such as a shortage 

of trained teachers), and perceived restrictions viewed by the Chinese community as deliberate attempts to alter 

the character of Chinese and Tamil schools. While Chinese education survived the threat posed by English-

medium schools in the 1960s despite plummeting enrollment, Chinese schools in recent years have recorded 

increased enrollment, including among non-Chinese students. 

In 1993, there were 14,246 Malay students enrolled in Chinese primary schools (New Straits Times, March 21, 

1994). Tamil schools, on the other hand, have continued to face serious challenges. Without proper intervention, 

they may fail. Their inability to produce successful graduates and the Tamil community’s reluctance to cooperate 

with the MIC’s efforts to improve infrastructure such as consolidating scattered schools have left Tamil education 

in a precarious position. 
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Separation of Chinese Secondary Schools: The Development of ICSS in the 1960s 

The Chinese community was deeply disappointed by previous education reports, which indicated that the 

government had no intention of safeguarding the status and position of Chinese secondary schools. These 

concerns intensified following the implementation of the Education Act of 1961, which raised fears over the 

abolition of Chinese as the medium of instruction in secondary schools, and proposals to convert them into 

national secondary schools. Schools that refused the conversion faced the threat of having their government 

funding withdrawn. 

Chinese secondary schools that did not comply with these requirements were to be classified as private schools 

under Section 54(1)5, bearing full responsibility for their operational costs without any government assistance, 

including expenses related to hiring teachers. The government recognized the importance of financial support 

for the survival of Chinese secondary schools and hoped that the schools would eventually accept the proposal. 

However, the ideal of providing quality and equitable education for all children as stated in Section 3 of the 1957 

Education Ordinance was not reflected in the implementation of the 1961 Education Act. The government’s 

education policy excluded Chinese secondary schools from the national education system due to their use of a 

different medium of instruction. In this context, Chinese language and education were viewed not as contributors 

to nation-building but rather as obstacles to it. 

The 1961 Education Act mandated that all secondary schools must convert to national or national-type schools 

to receive full funding from the state. All Chinese secondary schools were given a deadline to make a final 

decision by 1 January 1962. 

This difficult reality forced 54 out of the 70 existing Chinese secondary schools to comply with the education 

policy, adopting Bahasa Malaysia and English as the mediums of instruction. However, they were still allowed 

to continue teaching Chinese language and literature as separate subjects. Most Chinese secondary schools 

agreed to the conversion, as they could not afford to lose government funding. 

Despite the harsh circumstances, 16 Chinese secondary schools chose to retain their autonomy, continuing to 

uphold Chinese as the medium of instruction (Tan, 2014). These schools became the first group of Independent 

Chinese Secondary Schools (ICSS), or Du Zhong, in Malaysia. 

One of the main reasons behind these schools’ resistance was the fear of losing their “Chinese identity” and the 

original character of their institutions if they were forced to conform to the national model. Today, ICSS are 

private secondary schools that use Chinese/Chinese as their primary language of instruction. For the Malaysian 

Chinese community, the development of ICSS is seen as vital to preserving cultural identity and as educational 

institutions dedicated to the younger generation. 

Sustainability of ICSS in the 1970s 

The conversion of most Chinese secondary schools in the 1960s was seen not only as a major development in 

Chinese education history in Malaysia, but also as a reflection of the Chinese community’s struggle between 

cultural loyalty and social mobility. While Independent Chinese Secondary Schools (ICSS) were successfully 

established and continued using Chinese as the medium of instruction, their long-term survival has remained a 

critical concern. 

Government education policy and the Chinese community’s perception whether positive or negative were both 

regarded as significant elements in determining the future development and sustainability of ICSS in Malaysia. 

For instance, the role of the medium-of-instruction policy was central to the persistence of the Chinese language 

and influenced parental perceptions of Chinese education. Both policy direction and community sentiment were 

equally important in determining the sustainability of ICSS. 

As Malaysia’s language policy increasingly emphasized the strengthening of the national language, it culminated 

in the 1970 National Education Policy. The Malay language was later renamed Bahasa Malaysia. All English-

medium schools were required to convert into national-medium schools, and public universities gradually 

adopted the national language as the language of instruction by 1983. 
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As a result, admission to public universities was only granted to those who sat for national public examinations. 

This affected ICSS, leaving them with no option but to align with the national education system by offering extra 

classes to prepare students for these public exams. Generally, ICSS students were expected to take both internal 

exams (Unified Examination Certificate – UEC) and optional national public exams. Some ICSS adopted a dual-

session model, with Chinese-medium classes in the morning and Malay-medium classes in the afternoon to 

prepare students for both sets of examinations (Ang, 2014). 

This system allowed many ICSS students to become bilingual. However, some Chinese parents opted to send 

their children abroad, contributing to a continuing brain drain of Chinese professionals who were concerned 

about their children’s educational and professional future in Malaysia. According to statistics (The Star, 2015), 

20–30% of ICSS graduates pursued higher education in Taiwan (as the UEC curriculum has been adapted from 

Taiwan since the mid-1970s), 4% in the United Kingdom or the United States and other European countries, and 

1% in Japan, France, and other non-English-speaking nations (UCSCAM, 1985). 

Malaysia's education system, which discouraged the use of Chinese, may have contributed to this brain drain. 

Many believed that the use of Malay at the higher education level did not serve economic interests or allow for 

upward social mobility. As a result, they often felt excluded or undervalued. The Chinese community's trust is a 

critical factor in ensuring the continued development and survival of Chinese schools and ICSS. The 1970s 

marked a turning point, where many Chinese parents who were reluctant to send their children to national schools 

began to regard ICSS as the best alternative. 

The development of ICSS has relied heavily on Chinese primary schools, where most of their students originated 

making these feeder schools essential to ICSS’s sustainability. ICSS schools are known for their competitiveness, 

discipline, and trilingual education (Chinese, English, and Malay). The Chinese community has viewed ICSS as 

a success story, driven by strong passion for Chinese education and community support. ICSS are not only 

carriers of cultural identity but also a symbol of pride (Collins, 2006; Cushman & Gungwu, 1988). 

During this period, ICSS began to experience stable growth and development. Records show that enrolment 

increased from 15,890 in 1970 to 41,356 in 1980. Scholars have argued that ICSS were able to meet the Chinese 

community’s needs, especially as government-aided schools had adopted Malay as their medium of instruction 

(Tham, 1979). 

ICSS development was led by a group of ambitious Chinese educators under the United Chinese School 

Teachers’ Association (UCSTA or Jiaozong) and the United Chinese School Committees’ Association (UCSCA 

or Dongzong), collectively known as Dongjiaozong. They mobilized support from the community, Chinese 

associations, and Chinese political parties as pressure groups to lobby the government for more inclusive 

education policies. Dongzong acted as the national head of ICSS in Malaysia, overseeing the unified curriculum, 

syllabus, examinations, and administration. 

ICSS internal examinations were conducted in Chinese and organized by Dongzong as the Unified Examination 

Certificate (UEC) in 1975. Dongzong was also responsible for textbook preparation, curriculum development, 

examinations, teacher training, school fees, student enrolment, and career planning. 

The strong and emotional response from the Chinese community showed their support for the 60 ICSS schools 

established in the 1960s, recognizing their role in preserving mother tongue education. These Chinese educators 

championed the right to learn in the mother tongue and successfully earned the support of Chinese parents for 

their role in preserving the community's cultural identity. 

The ICSS system offers a six-year education program, consisting of three lower and three upper secondary levels 

(3+3). At the final stage, ICSS students must sit for the Unified Examination Certificate (UEC) in their final 

years, similar to the national public examination system. 

The main challenge to the UEC’s recognition stems from its lack of official recognition by the Malaysian 

government. As a result, its graduates have not been eligible for admission into public universities since 1975. 

This has eroded parental confidence, as the value of Chinese-medium education is not formally acknowledged. 
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While parental support remains strong at the primary level, many are forced to choose national or international 

schools to secure officially recognized certificates and ensure their children's career prospects. 

Nevertheless, the sustainability of ICSS has been bolstered by the rise of China, where Chinese is now one of 

the most widely spoken languages across China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Apart from China and 

Taiwan, Malaysia is the only country with a comprehensive Chinese education system, despite Chinese not being 

an official national language. Chinese education is recognized for its holistic approach, contributing to 

globalization and various sectors. 

Chinese language clearly has a positive impact on Malaysia’s educational development and nation-building. 

While Malay remains the official language, the practical dominance of English and Chinese has influenced 

parents’ preferences. This helps explain why many Chinese parents hesitate to send their children to national 

schools. 

At the same time, Chinese still lacks official status in Malaysia’s education policy, preventing it from gaining 

full protection. As China’s economic influence grows, Chinese language proficiency will allow younger 

generations to seize job opportunities and strengthen Malaysia–China economic ties. The development of 

Chinese-medium ICSS is well-positioned to produce Chinese-literate individuals who can meet labor market 

demands and contribute to nation-building. 

This also explains why Chinese educators continue to urge the government to reconsider the role of Chinese as 

a medium of instruction within the national education system. These educators aspire not only to preserve 

Chinese as a language of instruction but also to realize a vision for a complete Chinese education system in 

Malaysia. Since UEC graduates were excluded from public university admission, ICSS development has inspired 

the establishment of New Era College, a Chinese higher education institution launched in the 1990s. 

This national medium has somehow accelerated ICSS growth. According to statistics from national schools in 

2002, out of a total population of 2,211,971 students, only 46,470 (2.10%) were ethnic Chinese, while Indian 

and other minority students accounted for 95,180 (4.3%) and 59,423 (2.78%), respectively. This indicates the 

consistently low participation of non-Malays, especially Chinese students, in the national school system, posing 

challenges to national unity efforts. 

The national media’s portrayal of ICSS as outsiders to the national education system has compelled these schools 

to operate independently to meet the Chinese community’s demand. Many Chinese parents believe ICSS is more 

culturally and linguistically aligned with their community. 

Beyond preserving the Chinese language, Malaysian Chinese parents are primarily concerned with ensuring 

upward mobility for their children, regardless of the language of instruction. Many believe the use of Malay in 

higher education does not meet their economic aspirations or promote social mobility. In fact, the declining 

quality of national secondary schools over time has led most concerned parents to view ICSS as the best 

alternative for their children’s education (Tham, 1979). 

For example, ICSS enrolment reached 54,690 in 1990, 57,092 in 1996, exceeded 60,000 in 2009, and increased 

to 85,304 by 2017 (Dong Jiao Zong Secondary School Committee Report, 2000; UCSCAM, 2017). 

Issues and Challenges of Chinese Vernacular Schools 

The dilemma between implementing language policies that preserve vernacular education and the need to 

promote national integration remains a continuous challenge in a multiracial country like Malaysia. To explore 

whether the medium of instruction used in Chinese vernacular schools contributes to national unity, this section 

examines three key issues: 

support and opposition to Chinese-medium schools, 

the loyalty of the Chinese community, and 

proposals to establish a single-stream education system emerging from the 1Malaysia concept. 
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There has been a strong viewpoint among some Malaysians, evident in letters to the editors of mainstream 

newspapers that the low number of Chinese students in national schools is due to the increasing appeal of Chinese 

education and the growing number of vernacular schools adopting mother-tongue education. These individuals 

argue that using Chinese to teach all subjects (except for Bahasa Malaysia and English) contradicts efforts to 

promote the national language. The struggle to uphold the status of Bahasa Malaysia (BM) can also be seen in 

the case of the Teaching and Learning of Science and Mathematics in English (PPSMI) policy, which was 

ultimately abolished as it was deemed to conflict with Article 152 of the Federal Constitution (Azrin, 2011). 

Such factors are believed to have hindered the Malaysian school system from achieving its goal of promoting 

unity among different ethnic groups. This is supported by Norhashimah Jalaluddin (2011), President of the 

Linguistic Society of Malaysia, who questioned who is considered more patriotic: a cit izen who wants the 

national language to be the medium of instruction, or one who rejects the national language of their country. She 

further reminded the public that Bahasa Malaysia, as the national language, is the essence and soul of the national 

identity (Jalaluddin, 2011). 

On the other hand, Khoo Kay Peng (as cited in Gill, 2007), Executive Director of the Sedar Institute, a think 

tank of Gerakan, a multiracial political party in Malaysia argued that children are better able to access knowledge 

and information when learning in their mother tongue, due to stronger literacy skills. This issue is also seen as a 

struggle between the "warriors" of the national language comprising politicians and their supporters (Asmah 

Haji Omar, as cited in Chong & Norsimah, 2007) and the hua jiao dou shi (defenders of Chinese education), who 

advocate for mother tongue education (Chong & Norsimah, 2007). 

Malaysia’s education system, as summarized in the diagram referenced in the original text, reflects Schmidt’s 

argument. There is no doubt that the existence of two school types has led to a complicated language policy. On 

one hand, BM is viewed as a tool for cultivating national identity by proponents of national unity. As a result, 

Chinese vernacular schools are often dismissed due to their limited use of BM. 

Conversely, advocates of minority languages see BM as just another compulsory subject with minimal impact 

on fostering national unity. Beyond the criticism directed at the vernacular school system, the status of the 

national language has been widely discussed in Malaysia’s mainstream media, often questioning the loyalty of 

Malaysian Chinese citizens (Elias, 2008). The debate gained traction when Toh (2010) argued that lacking 

fluency in BM does not make one any less patriotic. Some supported this sentiment, such as Chan (2010), who 

claimed to be more comfortable speaking in English and saw no reason to take pride in one’s culture or language. 

However, Arbee (2010) asserted that BM should be given the recognition it deserves by anyone who claims to 

be a citizen of this country. His views were echoed by then Prime Minister Najib Tun Abdul Razak, who 

reminded Malaysians about the importance of speaking BM fluently, describing it as our national identity during 

the first 1Malaysia National Teachers’ Assembly. 

Adding to these challenges is the 1Malaysia concept proposed by Prime Minister Najib, which promoted the 

idea as the essence of unity in diversity. He stated that the key to achieving unity lies in embracing our diversity, 

and that his formula for this was unity, diversity, and inclusiveness (Kee, 2010). 

Voices Supporting and Opposing Chinese-Medium Schools 

The debate over the existence of Chinese-medium schools in Malaysia has persisted for decades, with strong 

voices both in support of and against these institutions. On one hand, supporters argue that Chinese schools 

provide a space for Malaysian Chinese to learn their mother tongue and culture, thereby preserving their identity 

and promoting social cohesion. On the other hand, opponents claim that Chinese schools promote linguistic 

segregation and ethnic division, hindering national unity. 

Proponents of Chinese schools emphasize their role in preserving Chinese cultural identity. As noted by Chin 

(2014), Chinese schools offer a unique opportunity for Malaysian Chinese to learn their native language and 

understand Chinese culture, which is crucial to maintaining their identity. Chinese schools have a long history 

in Malaysia, dating back to the colonial era, and have since become a significant part of the Malaysian Chinese 

community. 
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The education provided in Chinese schools is often considered to be of high quality, and is frequently preferred 

by Malaysian Chinese parents, as it is perceived to be more rigorous and structured than the national curriculum. 

Additionally, supporters argue that Chinese schools contribute to social cohesion and diversity in Malaysia. 

Wong (2013) points out that Chinese schools offer a unique educational experience that fosters cultural diversity 

and understanding. Many Chinese schools have students from different ethnic backgrounds, and exposure to 

various cultures and languages can help promote tolerance and appreciation for diversity. 

Moreover, Chinese schools have been shown to positively impact academic performance, with students often 

achieving better results in examinations compared to those in national schools (Tan, 2015). 

Despite these arguments, critics of Chinese schools in Malaysia contend that such institutions foster linguistic 

segregation and ethnic fragmentation. Kaur (2018) argues that Chinese schools use Chinese as the medium of 

instruction, which creates a language barrier between students in these schools and those in national schools, 

where Bahasa Malaysia is the medium of instruction. This linguistic divide can lead to cultural and linguistic 

isolation, hindering national integration. 

Furthermore, opponents claim that Chinese schools are an obstacle to national unity and contribute to ethnic 

divisions. Yap and Yoon (2016) argue that mother-tongue education, including Chinese schools, promotes ethnic 

segmentation and undermines national identity. According to them, national unity is best achieved through a 

common language, which can only be realized through the use of the national language, Bahasa Malaysia. 

Therefore, Chinese schools are viewed as a hindrance to promoting a shared Malaysian identity. 

In conclusion, the debate surrounding Chinese schools in Malaysia is a complex one, with valid arguments on 

both sides. While supporters argue that Chinese schools are vital for preserving cultural identity and fostering 

social cohesion, critics maintain that they contribute to linguistic segregation and ethnic fragmentation. As 

Malaysia continues to navigate its multicultural and multiracial society, efforts must be made to seek solutions 

that uphold both cultural diversity and national unity. 

The Loyalty of the Chinese Community in Malaysia to the Chinese Language 

The loyalty of the Chinese community in Malaysia to the Chinese language has been a compelling topic in 

academic literature. Studies have shown that Malaysian Chinese exhibit a strong attachment to the Chinese 

language, which is closely linked to their cultural and ethnic identity. According to Chew (2016), the Chinese 

language plays a vital role in shaping the cultural identity of the Chinese community in Malaysia. Chew argues 

that the language serves as a means for the community to preserve its cultural heritage and identity. The use of 

Chinese in schools, media, and social activities has enabled the community to maintain its cultural practices and 

traditions, fostering a strong sense of belonging. 

Similarly, Tan (2017) notes that the Chinese community in Malaysia maintains a strong attachment to the Chinese 

language because it is seen as a symbol of ethnic identity. Tan contends that the Chinese language acts as a 

marker of Chinese identity and is therefore a fundamental part of how the community defines itself. This 

attachment is reflected in the high demand for Chinese language classes and Chinese-medium schools in 

Malaysia. 

Other studies have also shown that the community’s loyalty to the Chinese language is connected to its economic 

and social status. Lee (2014) explains that the Chinese community in Malaysia has traditionally been more 

economically prosperous than other ethnic groups, allowing them to invest more in education including Chinese-

language education. Lee argues that this investment in education is linked to the community’s desire to maintain 

its socioeconomic status, and this is reflected in their strong commitment to the Chinese language. 

Despite the importance of the Chinese language to the Malaysian Chinese community, some scholars have also 

pointed out the challenges in preserving the language. For instance, Yap and Yoon (2016) argue that the use of 

Chinese in education contributes to ethnic division and hinders national unity. They suggest that promoting a 

common language, such as Bahasa Malaysia, could help foster stronger social cohesion. 
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In conclusion, the literature suggests that the loyalty of the Chinese community in Malaysia to the Chinese 

language is deeply tied to their cultural, ethnic, and economic identity. The use of the Chinese language in 

education, media, and social life has allowed the community to uphold its cultural traditions and reinforce its 

sense of community. However, challenges to the preservation of the language remain, and efforts may be needed 

to foster greater social integration in Malaysia. 

The Establishment of a Single Education System and the Perception of the Chinese Community 

The establishment of a single education system in Malaysia has been a subject of ongoing debate in academic 

literature. Discussions have centered on whether Malaysia should implement a unified education system or 

maintain its current bilingual model, which allows for multiple mediums of instruction. In particular, scholars 

have examined how the Chinese community perceives the proposal for a single education system. 

According to Tee (2017), Malaysia’s bilingual education system has created educational gaps that reinforce 

ethnic and social inequalities. The national education system, which uses Bahasa Malaysia as the primary 

medium of instruction, is attended mostly by Malay students, while Chinese and Indian students tend to enroll 

in vernacular schools that use their respective mother tongues as the medium of instruction. Tee argues that a 

single education system that uses a common language would promote greater social cohesion and national unity.  

However, the Chinese community in Malaysia has historically opposed the idea of a unified education system. 

Tan and Ting (2015) state that the Chinese community places high value on the use of Chinese in education, 

viewing it as a symbol of their cultural and ethnic identity. They argue that the community fears a single-stream 

education system would lead to the marginalization and eventual erasure of Chinese language and culture in 

Malaysia. 

Other studies have shown that the Chinese community’s perception of a single education system is also linked 

to their socioeconomic status. Wong and Lee (2018) explain that the Chinese community’s investment in 

education including the establishment and maintenance of Chinese vernacular schools is driven by their desire 

to preserve their social and economic status in Malaysia. They suggest that a single education system may limit 

the educational opportunities available to the Chinese community and hinder their ability to maintain their 

current status. 

Despite these concerns, some scholars argue that a single education system is necessary for Malaysia’s progress 

and development. For instance, Loh and Ho (2017) contend that a unified education system using English as the 

medium of instruction would enhance Malaysia’s global competitiveness and promote economic growth. 

In conclusion, the literature suggests that the proposal to establish a single education system in Malaysia is a 

complex issue closely tied to questions of national identity, cultural preservation, and economic development. 

The Chinese community’s perception of such a system is largely influenced by their attachment to the Chinese 

language and culture, as well as their desire to maintain socioeconomic status. While a single education system 

may foster greater national unity, careful consideration must be given to addressing the concerns and interests 

of Malaysia’s various ethnic communities. 

The Use of the Chinese Language in Educational Institutions 

The use of the Chinese language in educational institutions in Malaysia has been a topic of significant interest 

in academic literature. Chinese is one of the major languages used in the country, as a substantial portion of the 

Malaysian population is of Chinese descent. However, the use of Chinese in educational institutions has sparked 

debates and controversies, with some viewing it as a means to promote ethnic and cultural diversity, while others 

argue it hinders national unity and integration. 

One of the central issues concerning the use of Chinese in education is the Malaysian government's language 

policy. The government has implemented policies that promote the use of Bahasa Malaysia (Malay) as the 

primary medium of instruction in educational institutions. This policy is intended to foster unity and national 

integration. However, it has also contributed to a decline in the use of other languages, including Chinese, within 

the education system. 
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Several studies have emphasized the importance of Chinese language education in Malaysia. For example, Choo 

(2015) argues that Chinese language education can help promote ethnic and cultural diversity in the country. 

Choo asserts that it helps preserve Chinese culture and identity, which is an essential component of Malaysia’s 

multicultural landscape. Additionally, Choo highlights that Chinese education can contribute to Malaysia’s 

economic growth, as it equips Malaysians with highly sought-after skills in the global economy. 

Conversely, other scholars contend that the use of Chinese in educational institutions may hinder national unity 

and integration. For example, Tan (2018) argues that using Chinese as a medium of instruction can create 

linguistic barriers between different ethnic groups in Malaysia. This division may lead to reduced 

communication and understanding between communities, ultimately undermining national unity. 

Furthermore, some research has indicated that using Chinese as a medium of instruction may negatively affect 

students’ academic performance. For instance, Liu and Goh (2016) conducted a study on the effects of language 

proficiency on academic achievement among Chinese Malaysian students. The study found that students with 

limited proficiency in Bahasa Malaysia tended to perform poorly academically, as the national language is the 

main medium of instruction in most Malaysian schools. 

Despite these concerns, some scholars believe that the use of Chinese in educational institutions benefits 

students. For example, Yap (2015) suggests that learning in Chinese can provide students with a sense of cultural 

identity and pride. Additionally, Chinese language education equips students with highly marketable skills in the 

global job market. 

In conclusion, the literature indicates that the use of the Chinese language in Malaysian educational institutions 

is a complex issue, involving questions of cultural preservation, economic development, and national unity. 

While some scholars view it as a means of fostering ethnic and cultural diversity, others argue it challenges 

efforts toward national integration. Moreover, there are concerns about how the Malaysian government’s 

language policy may be affecting the prevalence and sustainability of Chinese language use in educational 

settings. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a qualitative exploratory design to investigate lecturers' and students' perceptions regarding 

the use of Chinese as the medium of instruction in private higher education institutions (IPTS) in Malaysia, as 

this approach is effective in deeply exploring subjective experiences and complex social phenomena. Using 

purposive sampling, participants were selected based on their direct experience and proficiency in Chinese 

within the IPTS context, comprising 10 lecturers and 20 students from two institutions where Chinese is used as 

the instructional language, with the sample size determined by data saturation. Data were collected through 

unstructured focus group interviews conducted in groups of five, guided by general questions like “What are 

your perceptions of using Chinese as the medium of instruction?” and allowed to evolve organically, with each 

group participating in an initial session and a follow-up validation session to ensure accuracy. All interviews 

were audio-recorded and supplemented with field notes. The recordings were transcribed and analyzed 

thematically, with manual coding used to categorize responses into distinct themes, allowing for the systematic 

identification of patterns and insights relevant to the research questions. Ethical considerations were strictly 

observed, including informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, and anonymity, with participants 

briefed on their rights and providing signed consent forms, and with approval granted by the institutional 

Research Ethics Committee (REC). 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The qualitative data obtained from interviews with lecturers and students was thoroughly analyzed through 

thematic analysis. Initial open coding was used to identify recurring patterns within the transcripts, followed by 

selective coding to condense these patterns into clear, manageable themes (de Vos, 2005; Neuman, 2000; 

Henning et al., 2004). 
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Theme 1: Participants' Language Background 

Participants’ language backgrounds varied significantly, shaping their communication styles and comfort levels. 

Both lecturers and students predominantly used Chinese in daily communication, although this was often mixed 

with Malay or English depending on context. Language use was influenced by proficiency, social settings, 

cultural background, age, and gender. Lecturers, generally proficient in Chinese, frequently used it in academic 

and professional settings, while regional dialects such as Cantonese, Hokkien, or Hakka was common in informal 

contexts. Students, on the other hand, demonstrated diverse linguistic habits, sometimes preferring English in 

academic communication to avoid the ambiguity of dialectal terms. These patterns suggest a complex 

relationship between linguistic identity and practical communication needs (Liang & Xie, 2016; Lee & Huang, 

2014). 

Theme 2: Language Perceptions Related to Language Use and Attitudes 

Perceptions and attitudes toward Chinese as the medium of instruction were shaped by cognitive consistency, 

social influences, emotional associations, and self-perceptions. Participants who identified strongly with Chinese 

cultural values often expressed pride and positive emotions toward Chinese. In contrast, those with weaker 

Chinese proficiency or with stronger ties to other linguistic identities preferred English, citing its utility in global 

communication and future employability (Lee & Chen, 2020; Chang, 2019). Attitudes were also shaped by prior 

educational experiences and the perceived prestige of the language. 

Theme 3: Language Perceptions Related to Levels of Usage 

The study found that Chinese usage varied notably between formal academic contexts and informal settings. 

While lecturers typically maintained Chinese in teaching, many students reported challenges when transitioning 

from dialects or English to formal Chinese, especially in writing and comprehension. Dialectal interference and 

varying proficiency levels sometimes led to misunderstandings or decreased classroom engagement. The dual 

use of Chinese and English was also common in classroom discussions, especially in technical subjects, where 

students lacked Chinese equivalents for certain terminologies (Koo, 2019). 

Theme 4: Language Perceptions Related to Levels of Satisfaction with the Language 

Participants’ satisfaction with Chinese as MOI depended heavily on their linguistic confidence and perceived 

effectiveness of communication. Those with strong Chinese skills expressed high satisfaction, highlighting better 

comprehension, cultural alignment, and smoother interactions. However, students with lower Chinese 

proficiency often expressed anxiety and frustration, especially when facing academic jargon or fast-paced 

instruction. These students preferred bilingual teaching approaches to bridge comprehension gaps (Chang & 

Lee, 2019; Liang & Xie, 2016). 

Theme 5: Perceptions of Language Use and Academic Achievement 

Perceptions regarding the impact of Chinese on academic performance were mixed. Proficient Chinese speakers 

believed it enhanced their ability to follow lectures, complete assignments, and engage with lecturers. Others, 

particularly those more fluent in English, felt that Chinese hindered their academic performance, especially when 

course materials lacked multilingual support. Concerns were also raised about employability, with some students 

expressing doubts about Chinese’s utility in wider professional contexts where English is the dominant medium 

(Teo & Choy, 2020; Lee & Teoh, 2017). 

These findings highlight the multifaceted experiences of students and lecturers operating within a multilingual 

educational environment, emphasizing the need for inclusive and flexible language policies. 

DISCUSSION 

This section discusses the major findings of the study, drawing connections between participants’ responses and 

relevant theoretical perspectives and literature. The analysis is organized around five key themes that emerged 
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from the data: participants’ language background; perceptions related to language use and attitudes; levels of 

language usage; satisfaction with language use; and the relationship between language use and academic 

achievement. These themes provide a comprehensive understanding of how Chinese as a medium of instruction 

is perceived and experienced by both lecturers and students in private higher education institutions (IPTS) in 

Malaysia. The discussion highlights how individual language proficiency, cultural identity, and institutional 

context collectively shape these perceptions and experiences. 

Participants’ linguistic backgrounds were central in shaping their engagement with Chinese-medium instruction. 

Those with strong Chinese foundations acquired through family, schooling, or community interactions expressed 

greater comfort and confidence in navigating academic discourse. Their experiences illustrate how language 

background not only reinforces cultural identity but also enhances academic adaptability (Fong et al., 2018; Lim 

& Ganakumaran, 2021). Conversely, participants from predominantly English or Malay-speaking backgrounds 

faced challenges in comprehending technical content and participating actively, indicating a gap in language 

preparedness that warrants institutional attention (Chua, 2019). 

Attitudes toward Chinese were shaped by cognitive alignment with cultural identity, social expectations, and 

individual experiences. Many students and lecturers who valued Chinese for its cultural significance and 

familiarity held positive views toward its use in higher education. These attitudes were further reinforced by 

lecturer advocacy and peer norms. On the other hand, those who viewed English as a tool for global 

competitiveness perceived Chinese as limited in practical utility. The variation in attitudes demonstrates the 

importance of acknowledging both emotional and instrumental dimensions of language preference (Lee & Chen, 

2020; Chong & Yeoh, 2018). 

Chinese usage patterns revealed a divergence between formal academic settings and informal environments. 

While Chinese was predominantly used in lectures, students often shifted to dialects or English outside the 

classroom. This code-switching, though natural in multilingual settings, led to occasional gaps in comprehension 

especially when students were unfamiliar with academic terminology in Chinese. Some lecturers mitigated this 

by integrating English keywords or allowing bilingual discussions, which students found beneficial. These 

findings underscore the need for instructional flexibility to accommodate students’ varying linguistic repertoire 

(Koo, 2019; Jia & Zhang, 2021). 

Satisfaction levels with Chinese as medium of instruction were strongly linked to linguistic confidence. 

Participants who were proficient in Chinese reported high satisfaction, citing clear communication and alignment 

with their learning styles. They appreciated the preservation of Chinese cultural identity within the academic 

sphere. Conversely, those with lower proficiency expressed dissatisfaction, citing difficulty in understanding 

lectures, reduced participation, and heightened academic stress. The findings suggest a need for support 

mechanisms such as bilingual instruction, glossaries, and preparatory language modules to bridge satisfaction 

gaps (Chang & Lee, 2019; Liang & Xie, 2016). 

Participants’ perceptions of Chinese's impact on academic performance were mixed. Students who were 

comfortable with the language believed it facilitated deeper understanding and stronger academic outcomes. 

However, others felt that language barriers compromised their academic performance, especially in subjects 

requiring technical vocabulary or abstract thinking. Furthermore, the perceived mismatch between Chinese 

instruction and the dominance of English in the job market raised concerns about employability. Students 

advocated for a more balanced linguistic approach, where Chinese supports cultural depth and English ensures 

global relevance (Teo & Choy, 2020; Lee & Teoh, 2017). 

CONCLUSION 

This study explored the use of Chinese as a medium of instruction in private higher education institutions (IPTS) 

in Malaysia, focusing on its impact on students' academic comprehension, cultural identity, and graduate 

employability. Through qualitative inquiry, it was found that Chinese-medium education offers significant 

advantages by enhancing understanding, fostering cultural preservation, and creating emotionally resonant 

learning experiences. 
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However, the findings also highlight several critical challenges. Students from non-Chinese educational 

backgrounds faced difficulties transitioning into Chinese-medium environments. Additionally, the limited 

availability of high-quality academic resources in Chinese, coupled with concerns about employability in a 

multilingual job market, underscores the need for strategic adaptations. The study confirms that while mother-

tongue instruction remains vital for cultural continuity and educational engagement, it must be complemented 

by strong multilingual competencies to prepare students for real-world demands. 

This research contributes to the existing literature by addressing a largely underexplored area of Chinese-medium 

instruction at the tertiary level in Malaysia and offers nuanced insights into both the benefits and tensions 

inherent in such educational models. It moves beyond simplistic binary debates about language policy to 

advocate for a multilingual educational strategy that respects cultural heritage while equipping students with 

broader communication skills essential for modern professional environments. 

For policymakers, educators, and institutional leaders, the study recommends integrating structured Malay and 

English enhancement programs into Chinese-medium curricula, developing bilingual academic resources, and 

fostering cross-linguistic competencies as explicit graduate attributes. These measures would allow Chinese-

medium IPTS to sustain their cultural missions while improving their graduates’ competitiveness and 

adaptability in diverse employment contexts. 

Future research should extend this inquiry through comparative and longitudinal studies, examining the 

academic and professional trajectories of graduates from different medium of instruction backgrounds. Such 

investigations would provide deeper empirical foundations for shaping inclusive, responsive, and future-ready 

educational strategies within Malaysia’s multilingual society. 

Ultimately, the findings affirm that language, culture, and education are deeply interconnected. A thoughtful, 

balanced approach to the medium of instruction policy can preserve cultural identities while opening pathways 

to broader opportunities, enriching not only individuals but the nation as a whole. 
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