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Abstract

English is the second language in Malaysia and it is a compulsory subject to
be learnt in all schools. On average, Malaysian pupils spend at least 11 years
learning the subject formally in classrooms before pursuing their education at
the tertiary level or joining the workforce. However, from numerous reports,
it is found that Malaysian pupils are still struggling to master the language
thus affecting their performance in studies and depriving them of good job
opportunities. Therefore, the Ministry of Education introduced the Highly
Immersive Programme (HIP) which was implemented in all schools starting
from 2016. It is a programme under the MBMMBI (Upholding the Malay
Language and Strengthening Command of English) policy that will enhance
pupils’ proficiency in English through increased exposure to the language in
schools. This paper provides a literature review on the Highly Immersive
Programme (HIP) speaking activities and its implementation in Malaysian
schools. It includes reports on pupils’ lack of proficiency in the language, the
implementation of the Highly Immersive Programme and previous studies
carried out regarding its implementation.

Keywords

English as a Second Language, Highly Immersive Programme (HIP),
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1. Introduction

English language has been the /ingua franca for decades and it is used in many
countries around the globe. Its importance in international businesses and

trades, as well as cultural interactions, is undeniable thus making it an essential
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language that is mastered by a majority of people around the world. Malaysia has
accorded English as a second language status as stated in Article 152 of the Fed-
eral Constitution and given due attention (Azmi, 2013). As the demands of mas-
tering the language in pursuing education, fulfilling the needs of employment or
simply to communicate in informal settings is rapidly increasing. Malaysians
need to be proficient in English. In this era of global competitiveness, the mas-
tery of English is essential for pupils to equip themselves with the necessary skills
in order to keep pace in a rapidly emergent global economy (Ministry of Educa-
tion Malaysia, 2018).

The Malaysian education system has made the English Language a compul-
sory subject to be learnt in all primary and secondary schools in Malaysia, start-
ing from Year 1 in primary school to Form 5 in secondary school (Ministry of
Education Malaysia, 2013). As outlined in Standard Curriculum for Secondary
School, as future leaders, pupils need to improve their proficiency in English, as
well as leadership qualities and ethical decision-making skills in order to be glo-
bally competitive (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2000). On average, 11 years is
spent to learn English language throughout their formal schooling life. It also
means they learn to listen, speak, read and write in the language.

There are four main skills which need to be mastered in English language to
enable one to be proficient, namely listening, speaking, reading and writing
skills. As one of the productive skills, speaking is considered by many to be the
fundamental skill in second language learning (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Snow,
2014). Most of the time, one’s fluency in English language is proven by the abili-
ty to speak and communicate well in the language.

Compared to other skills, speaking is considered to be the most difficult to
master as it would usually need spontaneous response especially in real-life situ-
ations. According to Celce-Murcia, Brinton, and Snow (2014), the act of speak-
ing is staggeringly complex, as the speaker needs to monitor and understand
other speaker(s), think about one’s own contribution, producing that contribu-
tion, monitoring its effect and so on. Thus, the ability to respond aptly in au-
thentic situations would also mean one has already acquired a substantial
amount of the language needed and becomes a fluent English language user.

This is supported by McDonough, Shaw, & Masuhara (2013). They stated that
speaking is not the oral production of written language, but involves the learner
in the mastery of a wide range of subskills, which, added together, constitute an
overall competence in the spoken language. Another crucial factor in enhancing
speaking ability is to practise using the language. As the learner speaks the target
language more often, he or she would become more proficient in speaking the
language. According to Harmer (2001), repetition allows the students to im-
prove on what they did before. He suggested that it is important for students
who have made an oral presentation to repeat in another setting so that they do
it better. Some good examples of speaking activities are acting from a script,

communication games, discussion, prepared talks and role-play (Harmer, 2001).
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In Malaysia, despite having ample time learning to be proficient in English
language, it is found that a huge number of Malaysian pupils are still struggling
to speak in English thus depriving them of the best offers they could get espe-
cially in pursuing their education at tertiary level or in getting a decent job after
they leave school. For example, it is reported in the Malaysia Education Blue-
print (2013-2025) that the operational proficiency in English is much lower than
the expected level. Next, it is found that the high unemployment rate (in Malay-
sia) among graduates is often attributed to their lack of English proficiency and
communication skills (Ting, Marzuki, Chuah, Misieng, & Jerome, 2017; Selva-
ratnam, 2018).

In the effort to enhance pupils’ proficiency in English language, the Ministry
of Education Malaysia has taken significant measures especially in improving the
existing education policy. For instance, the introduction of the Upholding the
Malay Language and Strengthening Command of English (MBMMBI) policy
under the Curriculum programme in 2011 and 2012, with an objective to form a
society which has the mastery of both Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) and
English Language in the nation’s education system (Ministry of Education Ma-
laysia, 2017). Next, in 2013, the Malaysia Education Blueprint (2013 to 2025) was
established by the Ministry of Education Malaysia. One of the attributes de-
scribed in this document is every child will be, at minimum, operationally profi-
cient in Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) as the national language and language
of unity, and in English as the international language of communication.

With the enhancement of the Education Policy, the Highly Immersive Pro-
gramme (HIP) was introduced under the MBMMBI policy in 2016 and by 2018,
this programme was implemented in all Malaysian schools. The main objective
is to create a highly immersive, language-rich environment that promotes the
use of English in all schools in Malaysia (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2017:
p-79).

The implementation of the Highly Immersive Programme is according to a
process, which consists of 6 steps. The process starts with identifying the res-
pondents for an assessment tool and ends with collecting evidences of students’
performance. The process continues in the next cycle when the sixth step is
completed.

The following figure is adapted from the HIP Toolkit by the Ministry of Edu-
cation Malaysia (2016a). The process shown in this figure (Figure 1) is used as a
reference, especially for teachers in schools in implementing the programme, so
that at the end of the process, the aim of enhancing pupils’ proficiency level in
English language is achieved.

Another important element of the Highly Immersive Programme is the active
involvement of its stakeholders which refer to the principal, teachers, parents
and the community. This programme requires everybody in a child’s immediate
surrounding to take part in creating a conducive environment for the child to

use English language not only in classrooms during English lessons or in the
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1. Identifying respondents for self-assessment tool
(school head, teachers, students & parents)

2. Administer self-assessment tool and analyse result

P
3. Identify school’s level of immersiveness and
develop strategic plan for English Language activity(s)

[ 4. Implement strategic plan

[ 5. Reporting

6. Collecting evidences of student(s) performance

Figure 1. The Highly Immersive Programme (HIP) Implementation Process
in Malaysian schools.

school compound, but also daily his/her life outside the school (Ministry of
Education Malaysia, 2016a). At school, all pupils are given the opportunities and
expected to be involved in activities that require them to use English language.
Thus, it is hoped that with the implementation of this programme, pupil’s profi-
ciency level in English language could improve and give him/her more chances
to excel at the tertiary or employment level.

This paper provides a literature review on the implementation of Highly Im-
mersive Programme (HIP) speaking activities in Malaysian schools. This litera-
ture review study will attempt to provide answers to the following research ques-
tions:

1) What are the issues in English language proficiency among Malaysian pu-
pils?

2) What are the outcomes of HIP implementation in Malaysian schools?

In order to answer the research questions, the researcher conducted a library
research on the issues of language proficiency among Malaysian pupils and the
implementation of Highly Immersive Programme (HIP) in Malaysian schools. It
is conducted by the researcher as the issue of pupils’ lack of proficiency in Eng-
lish is not a recent phenomenon, but has been existing for several years. At the
same time, the researcher hoped to find possible benefits of the Highly Immer-
sive Programme (HIP) so that it could be enforced more effectively in Malaysian
schools. Finally, the aspiration of increasing pupils’ proficiency level especially in
speaking skill would be realized at the end of their formal schooling years with

an effective implementation of the Highly Immersive Programme.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Issues in English Language Proficiency

The issue of Malaysian pupils’ lack of proficiency in English language has been a
pressing matter especially among the teachers and policymakers in the education
sector. In dealing with the issue, the Ministry of Education Malaysia has taken
several significant measures such as the implementation of MBMMBI and
adopting CEFR (the Common European Framework of Reference for Languag-
es) into the English education system as outlined in The Roadmap (2015-2025).
The following paragraphs are a discussion on pupils’ lack of proficiency in Ma-
laysian schools which has somehow deprived them of great opportunities in
their future.

One of the major concerns related to pupils’ lack of proficiency in English
language is that a huge number of them are still struggling to speak in English
thus depriving them of the best offers they could get especially in pursuing their
education to tertiary level or in getting a decent job after they leave school. In the
Malaysia Education Blueprint (2013-2025), it is reported that the operational
proficiency in English is very low whereby only 28% of students achieved a
minimum credit in the 2011 SPM English paper against Cambridge 1119 stan-
dards. Poor English proficiency among fresh graduates, since 2006, has also been
consistently ranked as one of the top five issues faced by Malaysian employers.

Next, concerning the report in the Malaysian Education Blueprint (2013-2025), it
is reported in the media that generally, Malaysian students’ proficiency level in
English language is not up to the expected level. There are numerous reports on
pupils’ low proficiency level and underachievements in English language despite
having spent more than 10 years learning the language in school.

For instance, as reported by Ting et al. (2017), the high unemployment rate
(in Malaysia) among graduates is often caused by their lack of English profi-
ciency and communication skills. Next, according to Selvaratnam (2018), poor
command of English is recognised as the chief reason for employability decline.
He pointed out that apart from their interpersonal and leadership skills, thou-
sands of public university graduates were unemployable by the private sector
primarily because of their lack of fluency in English.

Besides, similar issues have been raised in the news on pupils’ incompetency
in English language. According to a newspaper article by D’Silva (2019), natural
timidity and fear of embarrassing themselves caused them to be reluctant to
learn English. In another newspaper article by Aziz (2017), it was found that
Malaysian students lacked the confidence to communicate using English. This
was reported in the article that students all over the country were unable or un-
willing to speak the English language.

Similarly, Mustafa (2018) reported that undergraduates are reluctant to ex-
press themselves due to lack of mastery in vocabulary although they compre-
hend what they heard and read. In another report in the Star newspaper dated 21
January 2017, Malaysia Employers Federation (MEF) executive director Datuk
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Shamsuddin Bardan commented that lack of basic knowledge in English lan-
guage has deprived job seekers of the opportunities in getting the desired jobs. In
addition, their preference for using the Malay language during interview sessions
in English has further reduced their chances to secure a job. Next, according to
Ujang (2019), the lack of English proficiency is always reported by employers as
the main weakness among the job seekers.

These alarming reports indicate that the main issue of pupils’ lack of profi-
ciency in English language is their inability to speak the language in real-life sit-
uations thus depriving them of valuable chances in pursuing their education or
getting a good job. Therefore, this indicates that there could be a serious weak-
ness in the English language education which needs to be addressed efficiently
especially by the policymakers and stakeholders in the education sector. By ad-
dressing any possible flaws or imperfections in the English language education
system, it is hoped that Malaysian pupils’ proficiency would improve.

In the process of improving the current situation, it is crucial to identify or
perhaps to take into consideration the best strategy in enhancing pupils’ profi-
ciency level in English language. Numerous studies have been carried out in
identifying possible reasons for second language learners’ lack of proficiency in
English language. The findings indicate some issues particularly pedagogical
problems during the process of the teaching of English at schools. The first ex-
ample is a study carried out by Khatib and Maarof (2015) involving 60 technical
college students in Malaysia on speaking skills. The findings of this study suggest
that it is crucial for teachers to give positive feedback and encouragement to en-
hance students’ self-efficacy in oral communications.

There are also other similar studies on learners of English as a second or for-
eign language. For instance, a study was conducted on speaking skills involved
18 undergraduates from a university in Thailand who learnt English for at least 8
years before they entered university (Boonkit, 2010). It was found that the ma-
jority of the undergraduates were unable to speak in English confidently espe-
cially for meaningful interactions with international speakers. The findings in-
dicate that the anxiety of making errors could have caused them to have low
self-confidence to speak in English language.

The next related study involved 270 undergraduates on English language
learning in Iran by Noori and Mazdayasna (2014). It was found that teach-
er-centred and lecture-based English literature classes should be replaced by
communication-based classes which provide more opportunities for students’
discussions and learning.

In addition, in another study which involved 50 learners of English as a
second or foreign language in Macedonia, an investigation of motivation was
carried out. The findings of this study suggest that when second language learn-
ers are involved more frequently in learning activities, they would be more active
in social interactions and thus allowing personal transformation to take place
(Kirova, Petkovska, & Koceva, 2012).

The above studies are similar to the Malaysian context in the sense that Eng-
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lish language is officially learnt as a second language in schools, although for
many pupils especially in rural areas, English is a foreign language. Nevertheless,
significant findings from the studies above should be highlighted in relation to
the HIP. For instance, educators should always motivate their students in learn-
ing a language as motivation plays an important role in enhancing their profi-
ciency level. Next, being involved in communicative activities whereby pupils
use language in real situations provides more opportunities for them to enhance
their proficiency in the English language.

The findings of the abovementioned studies could be taken into considera-
tion. The findings could serve as an important guideline in improving Malaysian
pupils’ proficiency level in English language. Therefore, there is a need of an ef-
fective programme in enhancing their proficiency level in English language by

implementing the Highly Immersive Programme (HIP) in Malaysian schools.

2.2, HIP Implementation in Malaysian Schools

In accordance with the pressing need to address the issue of Malaysian pupils’
improficiency in English language, a significant measure was taken by the Min-
istry of Education Malaysia. A programme called the Highly Immersive Pro-
gramme (HIP) was firstly introduced in 2016 and was finally implemented in all
schools in Malaysia in 2018.

The HIP is a programme under the MBMMBI policy that will improve pupils’
proficiency in English through increased exposure to the language in schools
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016a). HIP allows a highly immersive lan-
guage-rich environment to be developed for the pupils, for them to deliberately
and recurrently be exposed to the English language through a variety of activities
of high-quality linguistic input both within and beyond the classroom (Bunce,
1995 cited in Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016a). It is an enhancement of
the 1999 MOE circular on implementing English enrichment activities in and
out of class to increase the pupils’ exposure time to the language. Besides, the
objective of the programme is also to instill positive behaviours towards the
learning and usage of the English Language.

This programme is in line with the National Education Philosophy (1996),
education in Malaysia which aims at producing learners who are holistic and
competitive in the 21st century (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016b). Pupils
need to prepare themselves to face globalisation where English is used as an im-
portant means of communication. Thus, there is an urgent need to provide a
highly immersive English-rich environment in schools to enhance pupils’ profi-
ciency in the language. HIP is based on a whole-school approach, which involves
its stakeholders which refer to school heads, teachers, students, parents and
community. It is also significant to note that all teachers, regardless of the sub-
jects they are teaching are directly involved in this programme to ensure its suc-
cess.

The fundamental factors in the implementation of HIP in Malaysian schools,

which refer to the school head, teachers, pupils, parents and community who
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should work hand in hand in enhancing pupils’ proficiency in English language
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016a). Each of them is assigned specific roles
and responsibilities in ensuring the success of the programme. Firstly, the school
head plays the role of “the anchor” who is responsible for the whole process of
the HIP implementation in the school (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016a).
Next, the teachers, known as the “doer” organize effective activities that provide
opportunities for the pupils to learn in a conducive English environment.
Thirdly, the pupils or “the learners” are responsible for their own learning with
the support from their teachers and parents. Finally, the parents and community
as the “supporter” provide financial aid and appropriate support in carrying out
the activities. Thus, each stakeholder has significant roles in ensuring the success
of the programme (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016a).

A toolkit for the HIP is an important document which provides the guide on
the implementation of the programme in Malaysian schools (Ministry of Educa-
tion Malaysia, 2016a). A significant part of the document is suggested activities
which could be carried out to realize the objectives of the programme such as
“Im In!”, “Musical.ly”, and “Dedication DD Corner” to name a few. These ac-
tivities provide great opportunities for pupils to use English language commu-
nicatively, most preferably in authentic situations outside the classrooms, de-
pending on the schools’ planning (Jiew, 2017). When the pupils are involved in
these activities, the focus would not be as much as on the form of the language,
such as the grammatical rules which they usually learn formally in classrooms,
but would be on how they would speak or write using the English language to
ensure communication is taking place in accomplishing the task, and indirectly,
the pupils are acquiring the language (Jiew, 2017).

Another essential part of the HIP Toolkit is the self-assessment tool which al-
lows schools to reflect on their immersive levels in English (Ministry of Educa-
tion Malaysia, 2016a). The tool is completed three times a year, in February, in
the middle and at the end of the year to determine the progress the school has
achieved by comparing the school’s immersive levels at each completion (Minis-
try of Education Malaysia, 2016a). The respondents are all the stakeholders of
the school, with a minimum of 5 respondents from each group, who need to re-
spond to the items in the self-assessment tool. The tool is rated on a point Likert
scale with a range of values starting from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very often) (Ministry
of Education Malaysia, 2016a). In addition, the levels of immersiveness are also
described in the toolkit as a guide for the school to identify their level of immer-
siveness and to plan and carry out necessary measures to improve the level,
which indirectly would enhance the pupils’ proficiency in English language. The
levels of immersiveness range from 1 which refers to the lowest level of immer-
siveness to 4 which refers to the highest level of immersiveness in the school
(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2016a).

The above description of the Highly Immersive Programme (HIP) shows that
it is a systematic programme devised by the Ministry of Education Malaysia with

a sole purpose of improving the pupils’ improficiency in English language.
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A few studies have been carried out regarding the implementation of the HIP
in Malaysian schools. Firstly, a study by Matthew and Yamat (2020) entitled
“Evaluation of Highly Immersive Program using CIPP” which was conducted in
a semi-urban school in Bintulu, Sarawak. This study aimed at evaluating the im-
plementation of Highly Immersive Programme (HIP) in that school, using the
Context, Input, Process and Product (CIPP) model developed by Stufflebeam. It
involved 261 respondents, namely the school head, teachers, pupils, parents and
the community in the area. The findings of this study indicated that more sup-
port is needed from the stakeholders to improve the implementation of Highly
Immersive Programme (HIP).

A similar study that adopted the CIPP model in evaluating the effectiveness of
the implementation of HIP was carried out by Jiew (2017) which involved 223
participants of a school in Sarawak including the school head, teachers, pupils,
parents and the community. The findings of the study showed that the imple-
mentation of HIP at the school mostly served its purpose to increase students’
English language proficiency. However, some improvements in the dimensions
of students’ confidence, as well as support from parents and community, were
required to make the programme more effective.

In addition, another study that evaluated to what extent the inputs supported
the implementation of HIP was carried out in Terengganu, involving 154 HIP
trainers and coordinators from the state and national levels (Mohd Noh, Abd
Samad, Mohd Matore, & Othman, 2019). The findings of the study reported
there was lack of fund in implementing the programme and lack of cooperation
from the teachers as only English teachers were appointed as the coordinator of
the programme in most schools.

Next, a study on HIP which aimed to find major issues contributing to low
performance of HIP in a school was carried out in a rural national school in
Song, Sarawak (Racha & Yunus, 2019). In this case study, the participants were 5
teachers who took part in a semi-structured interview and shared their opinions
on factors contributing to the low performance of HIP in that school. The find-
ings indicated that English proficiency among the pupils was identified as the
main cause of the low performance of HIP implementation in the school, fol-
lowed by school facilities, pupils’ motivation, parents’ participation and percep-
tions of programme.

Finally, Ansawi (2017) conducted a study entitled “Promoting the 3Es (Expo-
sure, Experience, Engagement) in an English-rich Rural Primary School Com-
munity”, in Tuaran, Sabah. This study involved 139 teachers and pupils, and the
school focused on the English Village (SKREV), as a highly immersive pro-
gramme and the effectiveness of the activities. From the findings, it is concluded
that the programme was effective to improve the pupils’ English communication
proficiency due to the collaboration of the school, teachers, parents and the
community.

From the above studies, it could be observed that the objective of the HIP to

enhance pupils’ proficiency in English can be achieved when the stakeholders of
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the schools work collaboratively in carrying out the activities planned for the
pupils (Ansawi, 2017). In school, teachers play a significant role to motivate their
pupils in the learning process to enhance their confidence in practicing the lan-
guage frequently, thus, enhancing their fluency in English. As reported in a
study by Jerang, Mohamad, & Yunus, (2016), teachers should motivate the stu-
dents to learn better English, by highlighting its importance as they need English
for employment purposes in the future. This is further supported by Zulkiflei,
Yunus, & Hashim, (2017) that teachers need to provide a conducive and en-
couraging environment in language classrooms to allow the pupils to enjoy
themselves in the learning process. Thus, teachers’ role in enhancing pupils’ flu-
ency in the target language is a crucial factor in the success of the Highly Im-
mersive Programme (HIP).

However, the lack of parents’ involvement and support found in the research
findings conducted by Jiew (2017) and Racha & Yunus (2019) showed an unde-
sirable result in improving pupils’ proficiency level. Besides, most of the above
studies indicated that the stakeholders play a crucial role in realizing the aim of
the Highly Immersive Programme (HIP). When the stakeholders collaborate

well, it enhanced pupils’ proficiency level in English language.

3. Conclusions and Implementations

As stated earlier, this paper presents a literature review on the issues of English
language proficiency among Malaysian pupils and one of the measures taken by
the Ministry of Education to address the problem, is focusing on the implemen-
tation of the HIP. It is a pressing issue that Malaysian pupils are still incompe-
tent to master the English language although it is a compulsory subject learnt in
school. In addition, pupils spent a minimum of 10 years learning the language,
and yet many of them failed to use the language efficiently especially in speaking.
Their incompetency in the language becomes evident from their lack of perfor-
mance in the subject in school and later their inability to secure good jobs or to
pursue higher positions in their career when they have completed their studies,
as reported by numerous sources.

The HIP is a significant initiative by the Ministry of Education especially in
enhancing pupils’ speaking proficiency in English language. Its implementation
to all schools since 2016 is very much needed to realize the aim of the education
policy of forming a society which has a mastery of both Bahasa Melayu (Malay
language) and English language to be globally competitive. The activities sug-
gested in the HIP Toolkit function as effective tools in achieving this objective.
The involvement of all stakeholders in this programme could further accelerate
the progress of the Highly Immersive Programme and most importantly would
benefit the pupils.

However, from the few previous studies carried out on the HIP, the effective-
ness of its implementation has yet to be confirmed. An important highlight from

the previous studies is, when teachers and parents work hand in hand in con-
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ducting the HIP activities, the programme would be carried out successfully.
Parents’ strong support is a crucial factor in determining the success of the pro-
gramme and most importantly enhancing pupils’ proficiency in English lan-
guage. In the long run, the aim of forming a society to be fluent in English lan-
guage would become a reality.

This literature review implies that the stakeholders’ role is vital in ensuring the
success of the programme. As reported in previous studies, teachers and parents
need to work together in carrying out the HIP activities in schools. Since the
programme is known mainly by the school, parents should also be informed
about the activities. They should be involved in the activities as they could con-
tribute their expertise in this programme to make it a success. Next, more re-
search should be carried out on the implementation of the HIP in order to assess
its outcomes or to learn the best way on how to ensure its success especially in
enhancing pupils’ proficiency level in English language. Due to the lack of re-
search done on the implementation of HIP in schools, not much is known on its
real outcomes, thus, depriving the much needed details especially in improving

the current practice in schools.
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