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Abstract 
In today’s ever-changing world, the English language has been placed to be 
one of the important languages in communication, as well as the main me-
dium of instruction in education. To be in line with this acknowledgement, 
the Ministry of Education of Malaysia has placed the importance of mastering 
the English language and has highlighted the need for students to excel in the 
language as early as in the primary school years. To reach this aim, the Minis-
try of Education has introduced the GPMP (Gred Purata Mata Pelajaran/ 
Subject Grade Point Average) target for English to schools in every state to 
ensure every school performs well in the subject. However, there are still a 
handful of schools that are unable to pass this GPMP target for English due to 
the poor performance of their students in the subject. Therefore, this study 
aims to investigate the factors that interfere with the students’ performance in 
learning English. The participants of this study were the 116 students from the 
seven schools that were unable to reach the state’s GPMP in the English lan-
guage. This study used questionnaire as the instrument to explore the factors 
that hindered them from performing well in the subject. Overall, the findings 
show that there are three major themes that contribute to the students’ diffi-
culties in the English language learning; the lack of English vocabulary, the in-
fluence of the first language and the socio-economic status of the family. The 
findings and discussion of this study would be able to help the pertinent par-
ties such as teachers, school administrators and parents to make decisions for 
the learners’ improvement in their English language learning. 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s ever-changing world, the English language has been placed to be one 
of the important languages in communication, as well as the main medium of 
instruction in education worldwide. To be in line with this acknowledgement, 
the Ministry of Education of Malaysia placed the importance of mastering the 
English language and has highlighted the need for students to excel in the lan-
guage in the primary school years. To reach this aim, the Ministry of Education 
has introduced the GPMP (Gred Purata Mata Pelajaran/Subject Grade Point 
Average) target for English to schools in every state to ensure every school per-
forms well in the subject. 

However, there are still a handful of schools that are unable to pass this GPMP 
target for English according to SISC+ Labuan (SISC+ Labuan, 2016) due to the 
poor performance of their students in the subject. As a matter of fact, the final 
score of the school’s overall GPMP will affect the school’s GPK (Gred Purata 
Keseluruhan/Overall Grade Point Average), which in turn, influences the 
school’s position in the national ranking. According to The Economic Planning 
Unit (The Economic Planning Unit, 2012) Unit as stated in the 10th Malaysia 
Plan, all schools in Malaysia are assessed and ranked according to their perfor-
mance bands annually. 

In respect to the mastery of English proficiency and its relation to the Malay-
sian context, Jalaluddin, Mat Awal, & Abu Bakar (2008) claimed that there are 
challenging constraints in comprehending the English language in Malaysia. In 
this case, however, there have been reports that many EFL students are lack of 
EFL reading proficiency and thus are not able to read and understand well mate-
rials in the English language (David & Govindasamy, 2006; Stapa et al., 2007). 
Therefore, with inadequate ability to comprehend the words they are reading 
they are unable to answer comprehension questions, and follow instructions. In 
addition, with limited vocabulary, they also face difficulties to express them-
selves in spoken English. These limitations adversely affect the students’ 
achievement in English, resulting in poor performance in the subject. The La-
buan state’s passing GPMP target for English in the 2015 UPSR was set at 2.95. 
There were 7 schools that failed to meet the aforementioned target, indicating 
the students’ poor performance in English as the cause that impedes these 
schools from obtaining the stipulated pointer. 

Therefore, the aim of this study is to investigate the factors affecting the stu-
dents’ performance in English. This study utilised a questionnaire instrument 
adapted from a previous research Mohamad Nor et al. (2015). The participants 
of this research were the 116 Year 6 students from seven Sekolah Kebangsaan 
(National) schools that failed to achieve the state’s GPMP (Gred Purata Mata 
Pelajaran/Subject Grade Point Average) target for English Language. After the 
research was carried out, the researchers were able to identify several factors that 
contribute to the students’ difficulties in English language learning. 
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2. Literature Review 

This study investigates the factors that contribute to the students’ difficulties in 
learning the English language from the students’ perspective as the previous 
study done by Mohamad Nor, Mazlan, & Rajab (2015) focused on the teachers’ 
perspective. Generally, teaching the second language to those who are not ex-
posed to the atmosphere of the target language is challenging. Most of them do 
not use the language in their daily life and often encounter the use of target lan-
guage only in school and within the classroom of the target language. Teaching 
English (as the second language) is indeed a great task for the teachers (Jalalud-
din et al., 2008). In fact, the task of teaching English as the target language be-
comes more difficult in remote areas as the local settlers communicate among 
each other using their ethnic dialects. In the context of this research, teachers 
posted to remote areas often find themselves incapable of communicating with 
the students as they could not comprehend the patois. This is supported by Pal, 
Halder, & Guha (2016) that ineffective classroom communication occurs when 
learners and teachers is not at the same level of understanding, which thus, 
hinders the messages to be conveyed by the teachers in classroom activities. The 
choice to use the national language-Bahasa Malaysia-also presents a different 
kind of challenge: most of the students themselves are not proficient Bahasa 
Malaysia speakers. In this situation, the learners would perceive that the second 
language is difficult and impossible for them to learn. Hence, this perception will 
influence the learning outcome, a phenomenon similar to Bernat & Gvozdenko 
(2005) claimed on how the learners’ conceptualisations on their learning will ei-
ther facilitate or hinder their language learning activity. 

In relation to enhancing the children’s vocabulary of the target language, 
Goodson et al. (2009) highlighted the role of parents, teachers and society in 
helping these young children build a larger vocabulary through support and ex-
posure to the target language. While giving the children opportunities to com-
municate in the target language is good, they can also help improve the child-
ren’s vocabulary through meaningful reading. According to Abdul Gafoor & 
Remia (2013), children will be more confident in speaking and writing in the 
target language if they have a wide range of vocabulary. Being unable to express 
their own thinking in a target language effectively will demotivate the learners to 
use it in their daily life. As asserted by Embi & Mohd Amin (2010), it is essential 
for language learners to have a wide range of vocabulary as it helps them com-
municate effectively in the language. Hence, an enhanced vocabulary improves 
the learner’s confidence and their motivation to practise and learn more about 
the language. 

Motivation to learn a foreign or second language can also be attributed to how 
fun and interactive the experience can be. According to Mohamed (2013), the 
learners’ academic achievement does depend on their level of motivation in 
learning. Thus, the English language teachers should be creative and innovative 
in lessons to attract the learners’ attention and nurture positive motivation to-
wards learning the language. As far as the social cognitive theory is concerned, 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2017.813136


N. H. Misbah et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2017.813136 2002 Creative Education 
 

Lam (2016) affirmed that students’ intrinsic motivation to learn and speak Eng-
lish could be developed through various types of activities conducted by the 
teacher. Through these activities, the students can gain knowledge inside and 
outside the classroom spheres, learning through fun activities as well as enjoying 
a stress-free environment. According to Charles (2011), children tend to engage 
in activities that please them. Therefore, as the students enjoy the activities, they 
would also benefit by learning the language. Furthermore, Sillanpää (2012) veri-
fied that it is undeniable that motivation gives a great impact on how well a cer-
tain language is learned. Therefore, this study tried to explore the factors that 
contribute to the students’ difficulties in learning the English language from the 
students’ perspective. It is important to look into local primary students’ pers-
pective on their language learning difficulties because only by doing so appro-
priate measures to rectify or reduce the learning difficulties could be proposed. 
According to Louis & Melor (2016), learning English in Malaysian context par-
ticularly in rural areas in East Malaysia is unique because it is used as a foreign 
language by the students. In this aspect, the students only learn English inside 
the classroom and hardly use it in their daily conversation. In addition, teachers 
are trained to teach English as a second language, thus, there is a mismatch be-
tween the teachers’ training and expectation with the reality. Therefore, the 
findings could enlighten educators in designing their activities particularly for 
students who have similar characteristics. 

3. Research Methodology 
3.1. Research Setting and Participants 

A total of 116 Year 6 students from seven Sekolah Kebangsaan (National) 
schools that failed to achieve the state’s GPMP (Gred Purata Mata Pelajaran/ 
Subject Grade Point Average) target for English Language subject were chosen as 
the participants of this study. They were selected according to their proficiency 
in the English language with the help of the respective school’s English subject 
teacher. They were the low achievers in the English language subject. Addition-
ally, these students volunteered to participate in the research. The research used 
the Labuan State’s GPMP (Gred Purata Mata Pelajaran/Subject Grade Point Av-
erage) target of 2015 UPSR for English subject which is 2.95 (SISC+ Labuan, 
2016) as benchmark to select the schools. Table 1 shows the profile of the par-
ticipants of the study. The participants comprise of 62 male and 54 female stu-
dents. Out of these 116 students, 79 are Malays, 35 are Bumiputra Sabah & Sa-
rawak and 2 are non-citizens. There was no racial discrimination throughout the 
lessons and research. In Malaysian context, it is typical that the composition of 
students is mixed and having non-citizen in the classroom. Mixed marriage is 
also common in Malaysia. 

3.2. Research Instrument 

The instrument used in this study was a questionnaire, adapted from a previous  
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Table 1. Profile of participants by frequency and percentage. 

Construct Category Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 62 53.45 

 Female 54 46.55 

Race Malay 79 68.10 

 Chinese 0 0.00 

 Indian 0 0.00 

 Bumiputera Sabah 28 24.14 

 Bumiputera Sarawak 7 6.03 

 Non-citizen 2 1.72 

 
research by Mohamad Nor et al. (2015). The items were adapted to suit the partic-
ipants who were primary school students. The items were also translated to Bahasa 
Malaysia as it is the medium of instruction of all the participating schools. The 
items in the questionnaire were also tested to the students to see whether they were 
clear and understandable. This is in accordance with Idris’ (2013) suggestion that 
emphasises the use of a simple and clear vocabulary and the use of specific lan-
guage the respondents are familiar with in the instrument building. 
The questionnaire was designed to obtain data on basic demographic profile 
(gender, grade obtained in the most recent examination, parents’ level of educa-
tion and their monthly income), the participants’ interest and motivation to-
wards learning the English language, the language aspects in relation to Bahasa 
Malaysia, social aspects in relation to the participants’ social environment and 
the participants’ own views and suggestions. This questionnaire applied a 3 li-
kertscale as the participants are primary school students; thus, it is easier for 
them to express their views as they can choose to either agree, not agree or if 
they rather be neutral. This is also supported by Chua (2011) who asserted that 
instrument should be short and simple to avoid respondents being confused by 
the items. Additionally, the Smileys were also added to the questionnaire to 
represent the scale of “Agree;” “Uncertain;” and “Disagree” as Chua (2011) also 
suggested the use of illustration in the instrument to attract the respondents’ in-
terest. All the information gathered from the questionnaire was analyzed using 
Statistical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS). 

4. Findings and Discussion 

The findings are discussed in three major themes identified from the study: the 
lack of English vocabulary, the influence of the first language and the socio- 
economic status of the family. 

4.1. The Lack of English Vocabulary 

Embi & Mohd Amin (2010) explained that it is essential for foreign language 
learners to have a wide range of vocabulary as it helps them to communicate ef-
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fectively in the target language. As stated in Table 2, having limited range of 
English vocabulary had caused the students to face difficulties in acquiring the 
four language skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing. The listening skill 
recorded the highest mean (2.46), which is congruent with what Gilakjani & Sa-
bouri (2016) claimed: students face difficulties in understanding a conversation 
taken place in a target language as it is often disregarded in the classrooms as 
most teachers focus more on other skills. 

With all the skills affected by the limited range of vocabulary, it can be derived 
that the biggest obstacle faced by the students in learning the English language is 
their limited vocabulary. This finding confirms the previous study’s findings, 
which claims that a limited vocabulary of the English language is the biggest dif-
ficulty for ESL learners (Mohamad Nor, Mazlan, & Rajab, 2015). Additionally, 
they also explored that learners face difficulties due to lack of vocabulary, espe-
cially in listening and speaking skills. According to Stapa, Abu Bakar, & Abdul 
Latiff (2007) besides writing skills, which are affected by limited range of voca-
bulary, they also asserted that having deficient range of vocabularies causes poor 
written literacy as the students face problems in details and cohesion of the 
ideas. It is because the meaning is hardly conveyed due to the inaccuracy of the 
language used in their written task. 
 
Table 2. Issues in Relations with Limited English Vocabulary. 

Issue Agree Uncertain Disagree Mean 

Inability to understand conversations in English 73 23 20 2.46 

Inability to speak in English conversations 55 33 28 2.23 

Inability to understand content in English reading 
materials 

70 28 18 2.45 

Inability to write good English essays 58 47 11 2.41 

 
Table 3. Issues in Relation with the Influence of the First Language. 

Issue Agree Uncertain Disagree Mean 

Bahasa Malaysia is easier to understand than English 98 18 0 2.84 

Achievement in the Bahasa Malaysia subject is 
better than English subject 

83 32 1 2.71 

The grammar of Bahasa Malaysia is 

easier to comprehend 
82 33 1 2.70 

The differences between the grammatical  
structures of Bahasa Malaysia and English 

 language are confusing 
69 31 16 2.46 

More confidence in speaking using Bahasa Malaysia 83 26 7 2.67 

More interest in reading Bahasa Malaysia reading 
materials as they easier to comprehend 

94 18 4 2.78 

Inability to understand English reading materials due 
to confusing English grammatical structures 

64 35 17 2.41 
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4.2. The Influence of the First Language 

As shown in Table 3, students obtained better marks in Bahasa Malaysia subject 
with the mean score of 2.84 and showed more interest in reading materials in 
Bahasa Malaysia (mean: 2.78) or speaking in Bahasa Malaysia (mean: 2.67). This 
is due to the perception that Bahasa Malaysia’s grammatical structures are easier 
to understand (mean: 2.70) compared with the English grammatical structures 
(mean: 2.41), which forbids the students to embrace the meaning of the words 
both in written and spoken forms. Bahasa Malaysia differs from English in many 
aspects, which often causes the inability to be proficient in both languages, espe-
cially for the second and foreign language learners. Labuan state, despite being 
inhabited by people of various ethnicity and diverse cultures, the majority of 
speakers still maintain Bahasa Malaysia as their first language. In this context, 
Jalaluddin, Mat Awal, & Abu Bakar (2008) pointed out that the morphological 
and syntactical differences between Bahasa Malaysia and English are illustrated 
to be one of the main factors causing the students to have difficulties in master-
ing the English language. Cai (1993) also agreed that the differences resulted in 
grammatical errors in writing and incorrect idea presentation. Furthermore, 
Mohamad Nor, Mazlan, & Rajab (2015) also included in their study that learners 
show problems in writing English essays as they are unable to produce gram-
matically correct pieces of writing thus hindering them to successfully commu-
nicating and conveying their ideas across. 

4.3. The Socio-Economic Status of the Family 

Table 4 below shows the monthly income of the students’ parents. As portrayed, 
79.31% of the students come from the families with monthly income of less than 
RM 2, 999. According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia (2015), the me-
dian monthly household income for the Labuan State is RM 5,684 which indi-
cates that the students’ family income falls below the expected income level con-
sidering the current economic state in the country and Labuan itself, which is a 
growing industrial state. It can be argued that this affects the family’s capacity to 
fulfill the educational demands such as sending their children for tuition classes 
and buying reading materials for them. Besides, Willingham (2012) perceived 
that parents with high financial capital could provide to their children better 
access and learning opportunities. This statement also agrees with Jalaluddin, 
Mat Awal, & Abu Bakar (2008: 109) who stated that “the combination of factors 
 
Table 4. Monthly income of the students’ family. 

Income Number Percentage (%) 

RM 5000 and above 9 7.76 

RM 3000 - RM 4999 15 12.93 

RM 1000 - RM 2999 50 43.10 

RM 999 and less 42 36.21 
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such as poverty, lack of tuition services, social environment, interests and atti-
tudes contribute to the inability of students to acquire English”. In this perspec-
tive, another factor that contributes to the challenging environment of teaching 
and learning the second language is the parental involvement. With the increase 
in the cost of living and the rise of living standards, most families tend to have 
both parents working to support the living cost. Hence, parents become too busy 
to get involved with their children’s matters especially about the children’s 
school matters, Omar & Esa (2008) affirmed that parents and school play a sig-
nificant role in determining the learners’ academic achievement. Thus, it is vital 
that the school cooperate with the learners’ parents in order to nurture im-
provement in the learners’ academic achievement especially in their language 
learning progress. In context, Blok, Peetsma, & Roede (2007) also pointed out in 
their meta-analysis that the schools believe that with better understanding of the 
school’s aims and methods, closer parental involvement will occur, hence re-
sulting positive increment in their children’s development. Besides, Yahya 
(2005) also added that the learners’ achievement would be more meaningful 
when their family members show their concern and participate in the process 
towards the learners’ success. In the context of language learning, United King-
dom Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) (2008) portrayed 
the support for parental involvement by stating that positive attainment can be 
seen in the children’s scores for pre-reading, language as well as for numbers. 

5. Conclusion and Implications 

The biggest factor that contributes to the students’ difficulties in learning Eng-
lish is the limited vocabulary. Students with limited vocabulary find themselves 
struggling to read, write, listen and speak in English. This is congruent with what 
Goodson Layzer, Simon, & Dwyer (2009) affirmed—young children build a 
larger vocabulary from the language used by the people around them. Therefore, 
pertinent parties, especially teachers and parents should work on the strategies 
and activities that can help the learners to enhance their English vocabulary. The 
influence of the first language also contributes to the children’s demotivated 
state to learn English as a second language. The fact that Bahasa Malaysia’s 
structure is the students’ first language thus it is more comprehensible and fa-
miliar further solidifies the argument. As a recommended solution to address 
this difficulty, educators should identify the first language influence and provide 
explicit explanation particularly on the differences of language structure and 
grammar of both languages to tackle those problems. The language teaching 
and learning however should avoid dull lessons in order to spark the students’ 
interest and motivation. Interactive elements in English lessons such as 
game-changer attract the learners to be more interested in learning the language. 
Besides, the school administrators, together with the teachers and parents can 
provide a relaxed learning environment to the learners as it improves learners’ 
motivation to learn the language (with fun reading and listening materials in 
English) and overcome their inhibitions to converse in it. Lastly, the findings in-
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dicate that students from a low income background perform poorly in English 
subject. The parents’ meager earnings means limited access to extra English 
classes, English reading materials and an English-speaking environment. Thus, 
another possible solution to cope with this matter, it is implored that the school 
administrators work with the teachers to organise tuition classes for these stu-
dents as well as raise donations for them to buy English learning materials to 
help them improve their English skills and proficiency level. 

There are a few limitations of this study. The study was conducted in schools 
that were unable to pass the state’s GPMP target for the English language subject 
in Labuan, Malaysia and only limited to the 116 low-achievers of the English lan-
guage subject from all the 7 schools. In the future, it is suggested that more studies 
should be conducted to identify factors affecting students’ difficulties in learning 
the English language in a broader geographical location, diverse learning envi-
ronment, various race. The current research provides the information on the fac-
tors and reasons contributing to students’ difficulties in the English language 
learning. Therefore, it is suggested that a bigger sample size should be employed 
for future study. Besides, it is also recommended that the future study to utilise the 
sample from high-achievers in the English language subject to obtain richer data 
for the study as well as able to make vital comparisons on the reasons and the fac-
tors that influence the students’ achievement and proficiency in the target lan-
guage. Apart from that, the current study utilized a quantitative approach and data 
collection was through questionnaire. Thus, for future research, it is proposed that 
qualitative research approach is used as well. This can be done by conducting a 
semi-structured interview with the students, observation as well as document 
analysis in order to gain bigger corpus to study the factors and reasons contribut-
ing to students’ difficulties in the English language learning. 
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